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A GIFT FOR MISS TALLEY 


By Rivernee Locke 


Secret Daydreams 


Wishbone Creek, 1898 


ALFIE RORKE was big, tough and 
handsome. With his good looks and 
successful family ranch, few other men 
courted as high a regard in the county. Yes, 
Alfie Rorke was like no other. 
He was also the man who made Megan 
Talley’s heart beat so fast, she swore one 
day it would burst into tiny pieces and send 
her on her way to heaven. 

Megan bit her lips to stop the smile that 
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tugged for release at the thought of doing 
such a thing in front of the hardest, 
grumpiest man around these parts. For it 
was as unlikely as one of her animals 
choosing to sleep on their own bed instead 
of hers. 

“Megan Talley, how are we supposed to 
conduct business when you're off 
daydreaming?” 

Megan blinked when bony fingers clicked 
in front of her nose. Dragged from her 
pleasant musing, she tried to concentrate 
on what Mrs Button, the storekeeper, was 
saying. 

“I'm sorry, ma‘am,” she stammered. “| 
was just... thinking.” 

Sharp green eyes narrowed. 

“Thinking pretty hard on something — or 
should | say someone. Don’t think | didn’t 
see your eyes shift to the window when 
three of those Rorke boys walked by just 
now. That isn’t thinking in your eyes, it’s 
hankering.” 

“Oh, leave the girl alone.” Delilah Roots 
walked over to the counter with a knowing 
grin. “Those men are enough to quiver the 
senses of any female old enough to 
appreciate sweet nothings. | get palpitations 
every time | visit one of the Rorke homes. 

“My niece, Bella, is married to Jacob 
Rorke. | can ask her to introduce you to any 


of the single ones if you want?” 
“No!” Megan cried, flustered at the 
“notion. One thing to dream about the man, 
but to meet him properly? “Thank you for 
the offer, ma’am, but | wasn’t looking at 
them exactly, |was...well...lwas...” 
She paused. 
“Thinking?” Mrs Button supplied dryly. 
Megan nodded, not caring if the two 
women believed her or not. As long as they 
didn’t make any further suggestions about 
meeting Alfie Rorke. 
“Just mulling over thoughts and such,” 
“she said. “Nothing to do with anyone 


_ Walking on the sidewalk.” 


“They seemed pretty interesting thoughts 
considering the smile you was trying to 
hide,” Delilah mused, her eyes twinkling. 
She leaned against the counter, tipping her 
head to one side. “Maybe you want to 
share them with us?” 

Not even if a pack of crazy wolves 
cornered her and threatened to tear her 
apart from the throat down would Megan 
admit to thinking about Mr Alfie Rorke. 

People already talked about her, without 
the added humiliation of everyone learning 
she dreamed about a man so far out of her 
reach he might as well be a star to her 


earth. 


“Stop teasing the girl,” Mrs Button 
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scolded. “Now let’s get back to business, 
shall we?” 

Grateful for the change of subject, Megan 
nodded and regarded the items on the 
counter. Four white oak split baskets, six 
jars of pear preserve, eight pairs of mittens 
and three knitted shawls. All newly made 
and ready to sell. 

“For the oak split baskets,” Mrs Button 
said, “I'll give you... ” 

The brass bell above the store door 
tinkled, heeding the arrival of new 
customers. Megan stiffened, recognising 
the loud, excited voices bursting into the 
otherwise quiet room. Without a word, she 
turned and hurried towards the back of the 
store. 

Obviously, she had not hidden soon 
enough for her presence to go undetected, 
for she sensed her aunt's disapproval seep 
into the atmosphere within seconds. The 
woman could turn warm spring water to 
solid mountain ice with nothing but a glare 
or a comment. 

Moving further behind the well-stocked 
shelves, Megan prayed neither the woman 
nor her three companions headed her way. 

As she wedged herself between a box of 
seeds and a display of tinned apricots, 
another fanciful image of Alfie Rorke 
fluttered through her mind. This time of 


him bent over, full of sorrow and regret, 
cursing what a fool he had been for never 
noticing Megan while she was alive. 

This time the smile won and she savoured 
her silly thoughts. Despite what Mrs Button 
Said there was nothing wrong with 
daydreaming. She never hurt anyone with 
her secret wonderings, and some days, 
especially ones like today when forced to 
Share the same vicinity as her kin, they 
helped to make life bearable. 

The sad truth was though, Megan might 
dream of Alfie Rorke, but the man didn’t 
even know she breathed. He wasn’t the 
only man to ignore her limited feminine 
charms. No-one really noticed her and if 
they did, her shyness soon put them off. 

Who wanted to converse with a twenty- 
four-year-old woman who barely managed 
_ clear sentences and blushed bright red 
when she did? Her limited wardrobe of 
men’s shirts and a single pair of faded 
denim waist overalls didn’t help either. 

“We need to stop off at the... ” 

Megan's smile slowly faded as a high- 
pitched female voice carried clear through 
| the store. A familiar knot of dread 
tightened in her stomach as her cousin, 
Adele, informed everyone of her business. 

___ Megan moved towards a display of 
haberdashery and tried to ignore the voice. 
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Running her fingers lightly over the bolts of 
material stacked neatly on the small 
counter, she shook her head at the various 
different patterns. Shades of brown, dark 
red and deep green; colours more suitable 
for the winter months sat neglected and 
forgotten. 

Mrs Button kept them displayed all year 
round, despite most people wanting the 
lighter materials in hues of spring and 
summer situated at the front of the store. 

The storekeeper reckoned there was 
nowhere else to store the bolts, but Megan 
figured she wanted to prevent her husband 
from having extra space to increase his tool 
and gun selection. 

She touched an orange and brown floral 
print cotton, her fingers lightly tracing over 
the delicate flowers. No wonder she 
couldn’t catch Mr Alfie Rorke’s eye — the 
way she dressed he probably thought she 
was a boy. Why would a man like him 
notice her anyway? Everyone in town called 
her strange because she lived alone with 
her cats and dog. 

Megan glanced up and met Mr Button’s 
sympathetic gaze. He too appeared to be 
avoiding the front of the store. Of course, 
that had more to do with his wife and her 
long list of chores she liked to give him. 

Megan snatched her hand away from the 
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material. No point wasting time over 
nonsense like pretty cloth. Dresses and girly 
things were not for her. Her clothes may 
not be pretty or attractive, but they were 
practical for the way she lived. 

The bell rang again indicating someone 
had either left or entered the store. Megan 
hoped for the former and she smiled with 
relief when Mrs Button reappeared and 
beckoned to her. 

“You can stop hiding, they've gone,” she 
ordered in her usual bossy motherly way. 
“You'd best avoid them when you can.” 

“| try to.” 

“Good. How's the saving going?” 

Megan shrugged, not wanting to think 


_ about the small amount of money hidden at 


home. 

“It's coming along.” 

Mrs Button drew Megan to the counter, 
where Mrs Roots still waited. 

“As | was saying before, I'll give you the 
usual on the baskets and the same for the 
pots of jam. | suspect the preacher will buy 
at least half. Man has a sweet tooth and his 
eldest daughter came in earlier asking when 

we'd have more in. Those beautiful shawls 
and the mittens, I'll trade you a whole list of 
provisions for.” 

“But that’s too much,” Megan said, 


Startled by the generous offer. 
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Mrs Button raised a hand. 

“Those shawls are pure delightful. Worth 
every penny I’m going to charge for them. 
Same with the mittens. You are a talented 
young woman and folks can pay high for 
your hard work.” 

“But you gave me the wool for the 
shawls,” Megan reminded her. “The 
mittens | made from the leftover wool. A 
little something extra for you to sell.” 

Mrs Button rounded the counter. 

“| know and I've taken the wool’s cost 
into consideration. | can still give you a 
hand truck full of provisions and mark up a 
nice profit to get us through a slow winter. 

“So what is It you’re needing? Flour? 
Sugar? What about some colourful ribbons 
to tie your hair in? Why don't you have a 
wander around? You might find some other 
items you want.” 

Megan did as the old woman told her, 
though she doubted she'd buy anything 
more. She wasn’t one for wasting money 
for the sake of spending it. Especially when 
she needed to save for her future plans. If 
she didn’t, she wasn’t sure where she and 
her animals would end up living. 


No Time For Romance 


ALFIE RORKE glared at the stationmaster 
and fought not to give into the rage rushing 
through his body. Why didn’t people just do 
their jobs and stop causing him problems? 

How hard was it to load a horse and six 
crates on to a train in one town and deliver 

it to where it needed to be on the day it 
was due? 

According to the man in front of him, it 
was Impossible. 

He took a step closer, his hands on his 
hips, his fingers brushing the leather of his 
gun belt. So far, the day was stacking up 
like a pile of rocks on the verge of toppling 
and scattering everywhere, and most otf it 
due to the incompetence of people like this 
man and the company who paid his wages. 
_ “What do you mean the train's not 
coming?” he growled. — 

“Well, it’s like this, Alfie.” The man gulped 
hard at the glare his familiarity caused and 
shuffled backwards. “| mean, Mr Rorke. | 
received a telegram informing me that the - 

train won't be arriving because the track 
‘between the town before and our own is 
undergoing urgent repairs. 

“So everything and everyone on it has to 
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wait until next week to carry on their 
journey.” 

Alfie continued to glare at the man. 

“So you expect me to interrupt my day for 
a second time to come to town and collect 
my family’s crates and the fancy horse my 
father’s bought, just because your railroad 
company don’t keep their tracks in good 
order?” 3 

The man pondered the question for a 
moment and then nodded. 

“Yep, that’s correct. Kind of. Though | 
think the unexplained removal of some 
track is more the fault. Anyway, next week, 
same time. It will be here — hopefully. ” 

“If my family ran our ranch the way the 
railroad company runs their business, we'd 
be broke within a season. This isn’t the first 
time I've suffered a wasted trip because of 
your company, is it?” 

The stationmaster tugged on one side of 
his long moustache and glanced away. 

“Well, no, it isn’t.” 

“Last summer we waited days for the 
Stallion from Texas, didn’t we?” Alfie’s 
voice changed from deep irritation to full 
annoyance. “And it took your company 
over a week to get my brother here from 
the city.” 

“Well, them wicked train robbers were an 
inconsiderate bunch of fellows indeed. | bet 
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they sure wished they'd chosen another 
train after your brother, Cole, shot them all 
in the leg and arrested them while they bled 
on the ground. Mighty useful him being a 
sheriff and all.” 

“Hmm.” 

“Do you want me to send a boy out to the 
ranch once the train has been?” 


“All right, then.” The man moved away. 
“You have a nice day and . 

Alfie’s eyes narrowed, pleased when the 
stationmaster turned tail and disappeared 
into the station’s building. Talking was 
getting him nowhere but in a bad mood. 

Thanks to the ineptitude of the railroad 
company, he had no choice but to make 
another trip to town the following week. 
Just another chore in a life of endless ones. 

With a heavy sigh, he turned and strode 
along the platform, to where two of his 
brothers waited. He grimaced as pain shot 
up his left arm. The burn lying beneath his 
shirtsleeve hurt like a kick from a bucking 
horse and throbbed like the devil. 

“Are you all right?” His brother Zach 
regarded him with concern. 

“Why?” Alfie demanded. 

_ “Well, it’s not like you to miss the 
Opportunity to shout at someone when they 
anger you. And the way you were standing 
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over old Clive, I'd guess he was saying 
something you disliked.” 

“He must be in a good mood,” Thomas, 
his other brother, joked. “Are you in a good 
mood today? The way you frown all the 
time it’s sometimes hard for us to tell.” 

“Do you want your heads knocked 
together?” Alfie asked, not interested in 
listening to their foolishness. 

This trip to town tore a chunk of time 
from his day and left him with nothing to 
show for it. A pile of work waited at the 
ranch and he wanted to spend time later — 
repairing some tools. 

“No,” his brothers chorused. 

“Then go find someone else to goad. I’ve 
enough to do without listening to you two 
harp on like chattering women.” 

“Sounds like he’s in a bad mood,” 
Thomas said, falling into step beside Alfie as 
he walked away. 

Alfie scowled. 

“Do you blame me? Your daughter kept 
everyone awake all night with her crying.” 
“She did, didn’t she?” Thomas grinned 

with fatherly pride. 

Alfie wanted to punch the stupid pleased 
expression off his brother's face, which 
appeared every time someone mentioned 
his daughter. 

“Can’t you explain to her that the dark 
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means it’s time to sleep?” Alfie grumbled. 

Thomas laughed and slapped him on the 
shoulder. 

“Not easy considering she’s a baby. You'll 
understand when you have some of your 
own.” 

Alfie snorted. 

“You two may like being hogtied by those 
women of yours, but | prefer to do what | 
want, when | choose to do it, without a 
woman thinking she has a right to tell me 
different.” 

Thomas grinned. 

“You just haven't met the right female 

et.” 

“Hogwash. A woman doesn’t dwell on 
this world whom I'd want to bind myself to 
permanently. All women are good for is 
cleaning, cooking and having children. 
Though the way your wife is coping, I'd say 
she’s struggling . 

"Don't be mean about Hettie,” Zach 
warned from Alfie’s other side. “She’s a 
good mother to their daughter and little 
sister.” 

_ “If she’s so good why can’t she keep the 
baby quiet?” Alfie retorted. 

Thomas continued to smile. 

“My angel, Josephine i is naturally vocal like 
her mother.” 

Unfortunately, that was true, Alfie 
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acknowledged. However, all a man wanted 
in life was a good night's sleep and a busy 
day to earn a wage. 

“| haven't enjoyed a decent sleep since 
you all started bringing women home and 
marrying them. First Jacob, but at least he 
has his own home so his wife isn’t inflicted 
on anyone but himself. 

“Then Pa brings Nadia home without a 
warning or hint. Next Zach inherits Louisa, 
and then you come home with the noisiest 
one of all. When you married Hettie, the 
preacher should have supplied you with a 
gag as a condition of your vows.” 

“You really are in a bad mood today.” 
Thomas chuckled. 

“Maybe you should sleep in the barn for a 
few nights,” Zach suggested. 

Alfie's bad mood turned full black. 

“| already tried, remember?” 

Thomas nodded and laughed. 

“I'm sure our little sisters have learned 
their lesson not to play around you again. 
Though you looked awful sweet as a 
makeshift cot, covered in dolls and 
stretched out on the hay.” 

“| was asleep,” he growled. 

Thomas nodded. 

“Tough cowboy like you would never play 
little girls’ games.” 

“| agree with Thomas — you'll feel 


differently when you meet the right 
woman,” Zach piped up, trying not to 
laugh. 

“A whole town full of women wouldn't 
make a difference to me. |’m staying single 
until the day the preacher calls my last 
rites.” 

Thomas sighed and shook his head. 

“If you're this crotchety at the age you are 
now, | hate to think what you're going to 


be like when you're old and bent up. 


Alfie glared once more at his brother, and 
then stalked off in the direction of town. 

“Where are you going?” Zach called. — 

“To the store.” | 

His brothers’ words sat in his ears like an 
irritating fly. He’d tried loving a woman 
once and encountered nothing but games, 
aggravation and disappointment. He’d 
given over his heart, only for the woman to 
rip it out of his chest and tread all over it. 
No, romance wasn’t for him. 

The day Tayler Raymond left Wishbone 
Creek, Alfie swore he’d never let another 
woman turn him into a fool again. And he 
intended to keep that pledge for the rest of 


_ his days. 
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Playing Cupid 


IS that all you want?” Mrs Button shook her 
head at the small pile of groceries on the 
counter. She tutted and added another sack 
“i sugar to the pile, before reaching into a 

Ox. 

“Here, have this wool, too,” she said, 
taking two skeins from a basket. “You'll 
find more use for it than | will. | hardly get 
anyone asking for this shade of blue and 
I'm sure you can think of something to 
make with it.” 

“Are you sure?” Megan asked, touching 
the wool gently. The colour reminded her of 
an icy ocean. The soft fibres would knit into 
the most beautiful scarf. 

“Now listen to me, Megan,” Mrs Button 
said, leaning over the counter. “I don’t 
want to worry you, but we've heard 
rumours.” 

Megan sighed, not wanting to hear any 
more. 

“You know people talk about me. . .” 

“No,” Mrs Button dismissed. “Not about 
you, exactly, but about your uncle.” 

A wary chill wisped along Megan’s neck. 

“Uncle Eustace? What about him?” 

“A man visited the store last week and 
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mentioned he was in town searching for 
land around this way. Mr Button got talking 
to him and discovered it’s your land he was 
considering.” 

The shiver ran down Megan’s spine. 

“But the land’s mine. Or it will be when | 
buy it from my uncle.” 

“Well, Mr Button asked more questions 
once he realised and the man said it was 
your uncle who told him about it. Said he’d 
listen to any decent offer made on it.” 

“But Uncle Eustace promised to sell it to 
me. He gave me six months to save the 
money. He wrote it in a letter not even two 
months ago.” 

_ Mrs Button patted Megan's hand where it 
rested on the counter. 

“That's why | thought you’d want to 
know.” 

“Who was this man?” 

“A stranger from out of town. Clive at the 
Station told me the man planned to travel 
to several other towns. | thought | should 
warn you that your uncle might be up to his 
tricks. He’s crooked and1’d hate to see you 
swindled by him.” 

Megan hoped Mrs Button was wrong. 

“Maybe | should visit my uncle and ask 
him about the man?” 

“If you do, go see him at the bank. Don’t 
you go anywhere near your aunt and those 
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nasty cousins of yours.” 

Megan nodded, aware she wasn’t 
welcomed at her family’s home these days 
ee than she had been as a grieving 
child. 

“Where do you think you're slinking off 
to?” Mrs Button asked, switching her 
attention to her husband. 

“| have an urgent delivery | need to run to 
a farm, my dearest dear,” Mr Button said, 
clutching a medium-sized parcel to his chest 
like a shield against his enemy. “Promised 
a PEs Bell |’d deliver it the minute it turned 


“More like the two of you want to get 
into mischief,” Mrs Button scorned. “The 
way you both carry on when you're 
together would shame a group of rowdy 
schoolboys. 

“Besides, you can’t ride since your fall last 
winter. Do you want to spend weeks in bed 
again? Like | haven’t enough to do without 
fussing over you.” 

“| can deliver it to Mr Tupper,” Megan 
offered, feeling sorry for the old man. 

“Oh, that’s kind of you,” Mr Button Said. 

“But this parcel is heavy and. 

“| have my truck,” she cut in. “Without 
the baskets there’s plenty of room for the 
package.” 

“Well...” he hesitated, flicking his eyes 


———— ne 
<I oa 
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to his wife. 


“| walk straight past the Bell’s property on 
my way home,” Megan reminded them. 
“Seems silly for you to journey out when 
I'm already heading that way.” 

“If you're sure you don’t mind?” Mrs 
Button asked, shooting her husband a 
“don't argue” glance. 

“| don't,” Megan assured them. 

Mrs Button patted her hand again. 

“Thank you, Megan. You're a good girl.” 

The bell on the door rang once more, 
causing them all to turn that way. Megan’s 
breath caught in her throat when the 
incredibly fine-looking Mr Alfie Rorke 
strolled in and stopped not two feet away 


from her. 


xkKkeKK* 


Alfie entered the store, relieved to see it 
Was mostly empty. He hated socialising with 
folks and avoided idle chatter whenever 
possible. . 

“Good afternoon, Alfie.” Mrs Button 
flashed a wide smile in his direction. The 
woman and her husband had run the store 
all his life, and no matter how bad a mood 
possessed him, Alfie would never take it out 
on the sweet lady. “How are you doing this 
afternoon?” she added. 
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Instantly suspicious, Alfie considered his 
answer. He’d lived with enough females 
recently to learn when one smiled at a man 
and used that same sweet tone Mrs Button 
was using, it usually meant trouble. 

“Fine,” Alfie replied. “Do you have any 
candy sticks? | promised to buy some for 
the children.” 

“In those jars to your left,” Mrs Button 
answered. “I’m sure Nadia and your sisters- 
in-law will appreciate the quiet time they'll 
get while the young ‘uns suck on those.” 

“As will the rest of us,” he grumbled, 
wondering if he could talk Hettie into giving 
his sleep leery niece one. 

“Must be mighty noisy in your house, 
what with all the babies your family keeps 
birthing over the last few years. Though | 
expect you're used to a hullabaloo what 
with growing up with six brothers.” 

“Hmm,” he answered, not wanting the 
reminder of how crowded the ranch house 
was. “I'll take a newspaper if you have 
one.” 3 

“| do. Boy dropped them off freshly 
printed half an hour ago.” She set one 
down on the counter, before wrapping 
brown paper around a handful of flavoured 
Sticks. “I've some post for you. Let me deal 
_ with this, and then I'll fetch it.” 

Alfie picked up the newspaper. Perhaps 
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this paper held the perfect job within its 
advertisements. 

He'd already sent off three applications for 
ranch work over the last two months. One 
_toa ranch in the north, and the other two 
to ranches in the south. He didn’t have a 

preference where he ended up, just wanted 
a job to take him away from Wishbone 
Creek for a time. 

The last few years had seen many changes 
at the ranch, what with his father and some 
of his brothers marrying. Those changes left 
Alfie feeling restless and wondering what 
‘was he supposed to do with his life. 

It was obvious his father planned to train 
his brothers Thomas and Tynan to take over 
the family ranch. But that left him, Cole and 
Ed without a claim. . 

Not outgoing and sociable like his 
brothers, Alfie preferred peace and quiet. 

He liked his own company. He missed the 
freedom to tug off his shirt in an evening, 
kick off his boots, and smoke a pipe 

without someone disturbing his thoughts. 

Though fond of his stepmother and 
sisters-in-law, the home he had grown up in 
had changed. The trouble was, he hadn't. 

“Could you do me a favour?” Mrs Button ~ 
interrupted his thoughts with that sweet 
tone again, causing the hairs on his neck to 
twitch. “I'd sure appreciate it if you can.” 
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He frowned. 

“Depends.” 

“Young Megan here is heading the same 
way as you. Her being the sweet soul she is, 
she has offered to drop off a parcel to 
Tupper Bell. | was hoping you'd kindly give 
her a ride. | worry about her walking all the 
way.” 

“| have my truck.” 

Alfie turned at the female voice and did a 
double take. The young boy standing beside 
the barrel of crackers was actually a female. 
He stared harder, his gaze drifting over the 
grubby overalls, the blue shirt, before 
landing on the braided hair, wrapped 
around her head like a perfectly woven 
rope. 

When he moved his gaze to her face, he 
accepted he needed to get his eyes checked 
out by the doctor, because such a pretty 
face could only belong to a female. 

“Oh, I'm sure your small cart will fit easily 
in the back of Alfie’s wagon. It’s nothing 
but a child’s toy in size.” : 

“But...” the woman stammered, colour 
slowly rising up her neck and into her 
cheeks until it reached her hairline. Alfie 
had never seen a woman blush so deeply 
before and he found it strangely fascinating. 
oe Button turned her attention back to 

im. 
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“You don’t mind, do you?” 

Yes, he did. He had just gotten shot of his 
brothers’ company, last thing he wanted to 
replace it with was some silly female who'd 
spend the whole journey yakking about 
nothing, or worse flirting and giggling. 

“One never is sure who's riding around 
waiting to pounce on some unsuspecting 
female,” Mrs Button mused grimly. “Let me 
introduce you to each other. Alfie, this is 
Megan. Megan, this is Alfie Rorke.” 

Good manners forced him to 
acknowledge the woman. 

Pivliss} 230" 

“Talley,” Mrs Button supplied helpfully. 

Alfie dipped his head in acknowledgement 
and forced the words out. 

— “I'm pleased to meet you.” 

The woman nodded in return, the pink in 
her cheeks deepening to crimson. 

“Mr Rorke.” 

“Megan, why don’t you take Tupper’s 
parcel off my husband and go on out to 
Alfie’s wagon?” Mrs Button suggested. 

Miss Talley didn’t move. 

“I’m sure Mr Rorke is very busy. | can walk 
to Tupper’s.” 

“You don't need to when the man’s 
offered you a ride,” Mrs Button argued. 

_ It appeared the old woman had 
conveniently forgotten Alfie hadn’t actually 
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answered. Miss Talley didn’t seem keen to 
accept the offer either. 

Alfie nodded at the pile of provisions 
further along the counter. 

“Are those hers?” 

Mrs Button beamed, taking his question 
as the reply she wanted to hear. 

“Yes, they are.” 

He picked up the sacks of flour and sugar. 
Miss Talley sprang across the distance 
between them and snatched the items from 
his hold before he could stop her. 

“| can manage, thank you.” 

Alfie's eyes went to the woman’s flushed 
Skin once again. 

“Fine. Set them in the wagon while | 
collect my post.” 

With a furious glance in Mrs Button’s 
direction, Miss Talley gave a little huff then 
. Stalked to the door. 

“Thank you, Alfie.” Mrs Button said once 
they were alone. “I'll feel mighty better 
knowing Megan’s going to get home 
safely.” 

“How long has she lived in Wishbone 
Creek?” he asked. “|! don’t recall seeing her 
before.” 

Mrs Button sighed. 

“Since she was but a child of fifteen years. 
Surely you've heard the whispers and tales 
about the mad woman in the woods?” 
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Reluctant Passenger 


MEGAN stepped outside and hurried over 
to her small wooden truck. Dropping the 
Sacks on to Its bed, she grabbed the handle. 
If she disappeared down an alley, Mr Rorke 
would have no choice but to leave town 
alone. She could collect the rest of her 
provisions next time she came to town. 
What was Mrs Button thinking, asking the 
man to give her a ride? Didn’t she see Mr 
Rorke didn’t want to do it? His expression 
made it clear when he stared at her that he 


didn't like what he saw. No way was she 


going to sit next to the man for one second, 
let alone a full hour's journey to Tupper’s 
farm. 

“Where are you going?” 

She froze at the deeply spoken question, 
silently cursing for not moving quicker. On a 
normal day, Mrs Button took her time 
fetching people’s mail, yet today it 
appeared she had developed the speed of a 
March hare racing in the sunshine. 

“|... She turned and took in the 
brooding man. His green gaze once again 
moved over her, leaving every inch of her 


_ skin tingling. And this time not just from 


embarrassment. 
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She glanced away, her throat dry and her 
heart thumping a fast wild beat. 

“| asked you a question,” he said, his tone 
coloured with gruff impatience. He moved 
past her to place the parcel for Tupper and 
the rest of her provisions into the back of 
the wagon. 

Her fingers tightened on the truck’s 
handle. 

“Mr Rorke, you really don’t need to give 
me a ride.” 

He reached out and cupped her chin, 
leaving her no choice but to look at him. He 
nodded in the direction of the front of the 
wagon. 

“Get on,” he ordered. 

She hesitated, not sure what to do. She 
didn’t want to share a seat with him if he 
intended snapping at her like a crab. 
Though thinking on it, he did have a 
reputation for doing such a thing with 
others, so maybe she was being too 
sensitive. 

“Get on. before | put you on.” He lifted 
her truck, not caring that she still held the 
handle. 

Letting go before he swung her on to the 
wagon bed with it, Megan hurried to the 
front and climbed the wheel spokes. If she 
possessed a smidgeon of bravery and 
womanly wiles, she would have hesitated 
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on the sidewalk so he had to carry out his 
threat, just to experience being in his big, 
strong arms. 

She'd seen him do such a thing once with 
a woman who lived in town. For a few 
weeks, there had been talk they were 
courting, but it all died down when the 
woman attended the next dance with a 
rancher from the next town. 

She had listened to Grandma Mary and 
Mrs Button discussing it one day over 


~ cookies and coffee. 


“It’s very kind of you to offer me a ride,” 
she said, when he finally joined her on the 
seat. 

“Didn't have much choice,” he replied, 
unravelling the reins from the brake. 
| Megan clasped her hands together in her 
ap. 

“No, | don’t suppose you did. Mrs Button 
can be alittle... ” 

“Bossy,” he finished for her. 

Megan nodded, lowering her eyes. 

“She’s kind, though. She's always very 
kind to me.” 

Hiram.” 

Silence settled between them as they rode 
through town and headed in the direction ~ 
of Tupper Bell’s home. Nerves drummed in 
her stomach while she worried the man 
might consider her rude if she didn’t try to 
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converse with him. But what was she 
supposed to talk to Mr Rorke about? 

She doubted basket-making or knitting 
interested him. He certainly didn’t look like 
the kind of man who knew a thing about 
jellies or jams unless it involved eating them. 

Finally, she settled on a subject she 
thought safest. 

“| guess you're very busy on the ranch at 
this time of year?” 

“We're always busy.” 

“Oh.” Heat warmed her face at his curt 
response. She squeezed her hands together 
and searched for another subject. The man 
wasn’t exactly making the effort, either. 

Perhaps shyness plagued him, too? She 
glanced sideways at his hard features and 
decided no. She doubted any Rorke was 
prone to a shy nature of any kind. 

“| understand your family has lived in the 
area a long time. Must be nice to have such 
deep roots.” 

He ignored her. Lacing her fingers, she 
tried again. 

“I've lived here since | turned fifteen. 
Stayed all over before that. My parents 
performed in a travelling show. My mother 
used to sing and my father recited poetry 
and limericks. Respectable ones, not the 
other kind.” 

“That explains it.” 
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She frowned and waited for him to clarify 
what he meant. Infuriatingly, he stayed 
quiet, leaving her to wonder at the 
comment. Curious, she gathered her 
courage once more. 

“What do you mean, Mr Rorke?” 

“Look, | offered to give you a ride, | didn’t 
Say it included conversation. Just sit and 
Stare at the scenery if you’re bored. Count 
- the trees or search the sky for birds. Do 
anything, but don’t talk to me.” 

She blinked, surprised at both the length 
of his speech and his rudeness. She 
understood she wasn’t some pretty girl 
from a successful ranching family, but it 
didn’t mean he couldn't answer a simple 
question politely. One she only asked 
because of something he had said. 

“You're a very abrupt man, Mr Rorke,” 
she muttered, her cheeks burning. 

“And you talk too much, Miss Talley. Now 
hush and let me concentrate on driving this 
wagon.’ 
~ “limagine your horses are well trained 

enough to need little guidance from you,” 
she said, unable to stop the comment from 
coming out. 

He opened his mouth to reply, but 
movement up ahead near the edge of the 
_ trees caught Megan's eye. A boy of about 
thirteen ran from the woods and headed 
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down the dirt road towards them. Megan 
recognised him immediately and grabbed 
Alfie's arm. 

“Please stop!” 

“Why?” 

“It's Lincoln Bell.” 

“One of Tupper’s boys?” he asked, calling 
to the horses to slow. 

{Ves 

The moment the wagon stopped, Megan 
climbed down, concerned with what ailed 
the boy. She and Lincoln were friends and 
often spent time together at Grandma 
Mary’s cabin. 

“Lincoln, what's wrong?” 

She met him halfway, noticing the bundle 
in his arms. 

“| saw you from the trees. Glanced twice 
to be certain | wasn't seeing things. What 
are you doing with one of those Rorkes?” 

“Watch your mouth, boy,” Alfie warned 
as he joined them in the middle of the road. 

“Is he bothering you?” Lincoln asked, 
moving to stand in front of Megan. 

“No. Mrs Button asked him to give me a 
ride to your house.” 

“Pa's told you about not trusting men,” 
Lincoln reminded her, shooting Alfie 
another suspicious glare. 

“| have no interest in Miss Talley so calm 
yourself,” Alfie stated. 
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Megan tried to ignore the sharp pain in 
her chest his blunt words caused. Of course, 
someone like her didn’t interest him. As 
both.a handsome man and a Rorke, he 
could have the choice of any female he 
wanted. It certainly wouldn't be her. She 
was not important to anyone. Just a woman 
who lived by herself deep in the woods. 

“She's hurt her paw and there’s a nasty 
cut on her back,” Lincoln held out the 
bundle in his arms. 

Megan finally got a proper glimpse at 
what the young boy held. Two green eyes 
Stared back at her and the expression on 
the cat's face said it wasn’t happy. 

“Where did you find her?” she asked, 
stroking a finger over the cat’s head. Her 
Caress gained an angry hiss from the feline. 
The cat's surly attitude reminded her of Mr 
Rorke. . 

“Near the old bridge,” Lincoln answered. 
“| thought you could mend her.” 

“I'll try,” Megan said, reaching for the cat. 
“As long as the paw is able to heal without 
her wanting to lick at it all the time then 
she'll be fine.” 

Lincoln grinned. 

“You always know what to do.” 

Megan smiled shyly. 

“I'll do my best. I'll clean her wounds once 
| get home.” 
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She glanced at the man standing beside 
them, but the expression on Mr Rorke’s 
face, caused her stomach to dip. 

“Wait a minute,” he growled. “That is my 
wagon and | say who and what goes on it. 
And you, Miss Talley, are not bringing that 
feral, smelly cat anywhere near it!” 

Alfie refused to take the words back, but 
the woman’s obvious disappointment 
unsettled him. Didn’t mean he intended to 
change his mind. 

He hated cats of any kind — small ones, 
young ones, large ones, old ones. Every 
furry, meowing, swiping claw kind. No, he 
had no time or tolerance for the vicious 
~ Satans of fluff. 

“But the cat’s injured,” Megan said. 

Alfie refused to give into the pleading in 
her large blue eyes. A few cuts and 
scratches would heal on their own without 
the woman's care. If he Knew one thing 
about cats, they managed fine when left to 
their own devices. 

“You want a ride home, you leave the cat 
here. The boy can see to it.” 

“He can't,” she said, taking a step 
towards him. “His ma sneezes all the time if 
one gets close. It needs to come home with 
me.” 

“I'll get your truck, then.” Alfie reached 
into the back of the wagon for it. A sound 
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behind him made him glance back in time 
to see Miss Talley involved in a struggle to 
keep the cat in her arms, when the feline 
was set on clawing its way to freedom. 

With a heavy sigh, he dropped the truck 
and marched over to her. 

“Give it to me.” 

Miss Talley held the cat with all her might, 
just missing a flying paw targeting the end 
of her chin. 

pis tines iho. 2" 

“The cat is determined to claw you, Miss 
Talley. Just give it to me.” 

_ “Why?” she asked suspiciously. “Are you 
going to hurt it?” 

“Only if it hurts me first,” he threatened, 
taking the wriggling fur ball from her arms, 
ignoring the way she and the boy 
complained and fussed around him. Once 
he had a firm hold of the animal, he 
returned to the wagon and climbed up. 

“Get up here and drive us to your home,” 
he ordered. “You, boy. Fetch that parcel 
from the back and give it to your father.” 

“Yes, sir.” Lincoln hurried to do what Alfie 
told him, but not before he spoke to Megan 
again. Alfie heard the odd word as the two 
argued on the ground. 

What did the youngster imagine he 
intended to do to Miss Talley? Attack her 


| with the cat? The feline devil was 
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determined to do it without his help. If 
anything, he was protecting the woman. 

“| already told you,” he hollered. “Miss 
Talley is safe with me. Now get a move on, 
I'm hungry and | have a whole afternoon of 
chores to get too. Next time | want a 
newspaper I'll think again. Miss Talley, you 
are an inconvenience | don’t need.” 

A few moments later, Megan joined him » 
on the seat and gave Lincoln a wave. 

“Say hello to your parents for me.” 

“What are you waiting for?” Alfie asked 
when she didn’t grab the reins. 

She turned to him, her eyes focused on 
the cat in his lap. 

“I'm sorry, Mr Rorke, but | don’t know 
how to drive a wagon.” 

Could his day get any harder? Undelivered 
horse and crates, broken train tracks, a ride 
with a woman who dressed like a boy, but 
smiled like an angel. Heck, where did that 
thought come from? Suddenly, the urge to 
head out and live with the cattle on the 
ranch for a week gripped him. 

“Unwrap the reins, hold them in your 
hands and click your tongue.” 

“Is that all there is to it?” she asked, 
immediately doing as he said. 

Alfie noticed the way her fingers shook as 
they grabbed the leather straps. 

“Like you already stated, Miss Talley, the 


37 
horses are so well trained that even this 
Savage cat could lead them home.” 


Shelter From The Storm 


ALFIE jumped from the wagon, cursing the 
cold rain lashing down over the land. He 
had dropped Miss Talley off moments 
before, after she insisted he stop at the end 
of the track that led through the trees to 
her home. 

He had offered to take her all the way to 
her door, but the woman said she wanted 
to walk and as the track was barely wide 
enough for a wagon, he let her have her 
Way. Last thing he needed was for the 
wheels to stick in the quickly forming mud. 

Though he suspected his problems were 
yet to increase as he walked towards his 
horses. He’d noticed one of them nodding 


| her head in a worrying way. - 


“What have you done, girl?” He gently 
caressed the mare’s left leg, running his 
tingers over it and then down towards her 
foot. Heat warmed his palm despite the 


cold rain. The very thing he hoped not to 


find. 
He cursed and gently let go of her leg, 
before checking the right one. Yes, there 


_ Was definitely some swelling in the left leg. 
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Straightening, he gazed down the muddy 
track, aware his choices were slim with the 
heavy storm and a lame horse. Walking in a 
storm as bad as this one, brought the 
added problem of impassable roads and the 
risk of getting pneumonia. 

Both he and his horses required shelter 
until the storm passed, and Miss Talley was 
the closest option. 

Next time he wanted supplies, he’d use 
the other store at the end of town. Thanks 
to Mrs Button and her favours, he was cold, 
wet and his favourite horse was lame. Being 
nice wasn't worth the aggravation it caused 
a man. He didn’t have any of this trouble 
when people left him alone. 


Bs eer LYS 


“Conrad, stop!” Megan avoided the 
playful paw trying its best to knock over the 
bottle of castor oil on the kitchen table. The 
cat was her oldest and the most cunning 
feline friend. 

The new arrival, whom she had named 
Miss Scratch, had already ruffled the old 
boy’s fur by curling up in his favourite spot 
at the end of Megan’s bed. 

“You should have seen him, Conrad,” 
Megan stroked the large cat’s head, smiling — 
at the deep purrs her touch produced. “The | 


WEES SE 
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man Is bigger than a grizzly and has the 
mood of one suffering a bullet in the 
behind. | have never met such a grumpy 


man as Mr Alfie Rorke.” 


Conrad's snoring a few seconds later 


_ indicated her audience wasn't as intrigued 
| with Mr Alfie Rorke as Megan. 


Taking the hint, she placed the bowl of 


_ berries she was preparing to one side and 
_ walked over to a corner of the room. 

_ Kneeling, she pulled back the edge of the 
| rug that covered the main area of the dirt 
— floor. 


Using her fingers, she scraped out the top 


| layer of loose soil underneath, until she 
~ unearth the small, buried tin. 


Twisting off the lid, she removed the 


_ folded letter from her uncle and reread it. It 
clearly stated that she had six months to 


raise the money to buy the small piece of 


land her home sat upon. 


Six months until she owned land that 


} no-one else could steal from her. A real 
_ home. Something she had never had 


before, not even when her mother lived and 


| her father cared. 


She quickly added the coins Mrs Button 


_ had given her to the ones inside the tin and 
returned it to the hole. Covering it once 
again with soil, she firmed the earth with 


the flat of her palms, before flipping the rug 
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back over. 

Rinsing her hands in a bowl of water, she 
smiled to herself. 

“The man’s far more handsome than | 
imagined. Thick dark hair and beautiful eyes 
that see right inside a person. Of course, | 
never realised how rude he is. People in 
town say he’s the Rorke no-one wishes to 
cross. Evenso...” 

A loud knock on the door made her jump. 
She stared at the wooden planks, her heart 
racing. Who would be out in a raging 
storm? 

Perhaps Grandma Mary had come calling. 
Rain never bothered her any more than 
snowstorms did. 

Wiping her hands on her overalls, she 
inched closer to the door, conscious of how 
sb she was if someone chose to bother 

er. 

“Who is it?” she called. 

A familiar voice bellowed through the 
wood. 

“It's Alfie Rorke, Miss Talley. | find | am in 
need of your help.” 

Without a second thought, she unlocked 
the door to find the man dripping on her 
step. 

“Mr Rorke, what's wrong?” 

“One of my horses is lame and there’s no 
way | can reach home in this weather. 
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Would you mind if we took shelter with you 
until the storm passes?” 

Megan frowned. 

“| have a small barn where your horses 
can rest, but it’s not big enough for you all. 
You're more than welcome to stay in here 
with me.” 

He shifted on the spot. 

“| don't want to cause you any trouble.” 

“| don’t mind.” She reached for her coat. 
“Let me show you where the barn is.” 

He raised a hand to stop her. 

“Point me in the right direction and I'll 
find it. No sense us both getting soaked.” 

She pointed west. 

— “It's down there. It's old but adequate for 
your horses.” 

“Thank you.” He headed off before she 
had a chance to utter another offer of help. 
Shutting the door, she leaned back against 

it and stared at a wide-awake Conrad. 

_ “Alfie Rorke is going to spend time with 

~_us. Oh Conrad, however will we survive the 
night?” 

“How long have you lived here?” Alfie 

_ asked, lifting the cup of coffee to his lips. 

_ He glanced around the small room. It 

_ appeared well kept and tidy, but no amount 
of care could turn it into more than the 

_ badly constructed hovel it was. 

When he'd first stumbled on the building, 
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he'd walked past it until the tiny wisp i 
smoke coming from the chimney and the 
flickering candle glowing through the 
window stopped him. 

Megan smiled from across the table. 

“Since | was fifteen years old. My mother 
died and my daddy couldn't cope very well, 
so he left one day and never returned.” 

Shock rumbled through Alfie at the 
thought of a grieving young girl left to cope 
on her own. When his own mother died, his 
father had refused many a helpful relative’s 
Suggestion that he split him and his 
brothers out to different members of the 
family. He threw one uncle out of the house 
for daring to suggest he couldn’t raise 
seven sons on his own. 

He had proven the man wrong, and 
maybe they weren’t as smooth and refined 
as they might have been, but they were 
loved, fed and cared for by a man who 
always put them and their needs first. 

Alfie placed his cup down. 

“Your father abandoned you?” 

Megan nodded, her hands clasped 
together on the table. 

“His sadness grew to higher levels than a 
mountain top after my mother died. He 
missed her something awful. Heartbroken, 
he was. When he didn’t come home for five 
days, | asked around the town we were 
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Staying in and discovered he had boarded a 
train heading east.” 

“What did you do then?” 

“Well, while | was gathering all my 
belongings together because the landlord 
of the room we rented wanted me gone, | 
found a letter from my uncle in my 
mother’s belongings. | telegraphed him 
with the last of my money and he offered 
me a home.” 

“You have family in Wishbone Creek?” 

“Yes,” she said. “My uncle is Eustace 
Jones.” 

“The banker?” 

She nodded, the too familiar heat 
returning to her cheeks. 

“| was fortunate he asked me to come 
and sent extra money for my journey. I’m 
not sure where | would have gone if he 
hadn't.” 

_ Alfie thought of the fancy house the 
banker and his family lived in, with its many 
rooms and fancy decoration. - 

“Why don’t you live with your uncle and 
his family now?” 

“My aunt found having me stay with them 
_ too much, so my uncle suggested | live here 
_ instead. | prefer it. | have my animals and 
_ don’t have to worry over anyone wanting to 
~ hurt them.” 

“How many cats do you own?” 
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She laughed and shook her head. 

“Oh, | don’t own them. We live together 
as friends. A cat will never really let you 
own it. But | care for seven, well, eight now 
I'm tending to Miss Scratch. That's what | 
named her. Oh, | have old Rufus, too. He’s 
my dog. He's so old he tends to spend his 
days sleeping and eating. If you look over 
there in the corner, you can see him.” 

Alfie twisted in his chair and sure enough, 
there in the dark shadows slept a dog. One 
who had not attempted to protect his 
owner the whole time Alfie had sat there. 

“You like cats and dogs?” he asked. 

“| like all animals. Animals are kind. Either 
they like you or they don’t. No pretending 
with an animal.” 

“Where'd you find so many cats?” 

“| rescued Conrad from a nasty man in 
town who used to throw stones at him. 
Alice Angel | found wandering by the river 
not far from here. Scabs covered her <a 
where her fur should have grown and half 
her tail was missing. 

“Doyle came from a family who were 
leaving the area, and May and her kittens 
were left with me the ragman who calls 
every summer.” 

Alfie picked up his spoon and took 
another bite of the stew she had offered 
him. It tasted better than any other he’d 
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eaten. Meaty and full of flavour. 

“Food’s good.” 

“Thank you. The animals always enjoy it, 
too.” 

Alfie choked on his mouthful. 

“Have you given me the same food as 
your animals?” 

She stared at him with confusion. 

“It's meat and gravy with vegetables.” 

He lifted the wooden bowl and inspected 
it. 

“This isn’t a cat’s bowl, is it?” 

She laughed and shook her head. 

“No, | usually use it for myself. Do you like 
cats, Mr Rorke?” 

“No.” 

Her face dropped. 

“How about dogs?” 

“Yeah, | like dogs, horses, cattle, too.” 

“| guess that’s a good thing considering 
your family raise and sell so many. Have you 
always wanted to be a cowboy?” 

“Never thought to consider anything else. 
| do like to make things-out of wood and 
iron. Enjoy using my hands to create 
something new and different.” 

_ Megan leaned forward, an excited sparkle 
_ in her eyes. 

“| love to knit and weave baskets. And to 
— cook, as well.” 

Alfie dragged his gaze away from her 
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enthusiastic expression, and glanced at the 
ceiling as the rain beat its damp song on 
the tin roof. No way was he going home 
tonight. 

“The storm's getting worse.” 

She glanced up, too. 

“I'm afraid you'll need to stay a bit longer. 
| only have one bed, but you’re welcome to 
iti: 

“I'll sleep on the floor,” he told her. 

BURA Pe 

“Be no different than when I’m watching 
the cattle at night.” 

She hesitated. 

“If you’re sure you'll be all right down 
there. | swept the rug this morning so you 
shouldn't get too dirty. | rescued it from an 
old house that was falling down just outside 
of town. It’s a bit threadbare, but it keeps 
the dirt down and the pattern’s attractive.” 

Alfie glanced at the old rug, fit for nothing 
but a fire. Yet, this young woman spoke of 
it as though it was good enough for a 
palace. 

“I'll be fine. Don’t concern yourself.” 

She stood and walked over to a small 
wooden chest. Taking out several blankets, 
she turned to him. 

“| need to empty the bucket before we 
settle. With luck, It won't fill to ‘the top with 
rain water before the morning.’ 
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Alfie swallowed down the last of the stew 
and jumped up from his seat. He reached 
for the bucket that sat in the corner 
catching drips. 
“Let me do it.” 
She smiled up at him. 
“Thank you.” 
“Do you want me to let the cats out at the 
same time?” 
She frowned and shook her head. 
“They prefer to stay inside with me at 
night.” 
He raised his eyebrows at her answer. 
Bue. sleep in here?” 


He re t say another word. Cats 
belonged outside in a barn, not in a home. 
Miss Talley had some strange Ideas about 
how to keep animals. 

How could anyone live like this? What 
kind of family left a young girl in a shack to 
live alone? Any vagrant or no-good loner 
could wander along and hurt her. Megan 
Talley wasn’t built to hold off much of 

anything, especially a male with evil intent. 
He lifted the half-filled bucket and headed 
| to the door. Outside, he tipped the water 
_ away and returned inside before the heavy © 
rain drenched him for a second time. 

The heat from the fire barely warmed the 
/ room. Miss Talley sat in the middle of the 
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bed, a blanket pulled over her. Alfie noted 
she still wore her clothes. 

“Goodnight, Mr Rorke.” 

“Goodnight. Thanks for the shelter.” 
_He reached for his coat where it hung on 
a nail on the wall. Turning it inside out, he 
bundled it into a pillow. Within minutes, he 
fashioned a bed on the floor with one of 
the blankets and laid out on it. 

Miss Talley extinguished the candle and 
moments later Alfie heard whispering 
coming from the bed. 

“What's that noise?” he asked. 

“What noise?” 

“The whispering sound.” 

“I'm asking the Lord to watch over my 
father wherever he is and to keep my 
animals safe.” 

Alfie snorted, tempted to say a prayer of 
his own. Stuck in a shack with a woman 
who treated her animals like her friends, 
and whose father didn’t deserve one word 
of her prayers. 

He tugged the blanket higher, then 
groaned when something landed in the 
centre of his stomach. He frowned in the 
darkness, guessing the four paws kneading 
his body belonged to one of the feline 
pests. 

He pushed the cat off, but the stubborn 
critter refused to find somewhere else to 
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sleep and immediately returned. 

A few seconds later, another set of paws 
walked along his leg and settled in the gap 
between his knees. Just before he finally fell 
asleep, even the dog was snoring in his ear. 


A Terrifying Threat 


THE sound of a horse and carriage 
interrupted breakfast preparations the 
following morning. Last night’s storm had 
moved on to cause destruction and flooding 
elsewhere. Today the sound of birdsong 
and the soft rays of sunshine filled the 
morning alr. 

Megan mixed pancake batter in a bowl, 
her gaze drifting every few seconds to 
where Alfie Rorke still slept, stretched out 
on the floor. All the cats surrounded him. 

Even her dog, Rufus, who didn’t have 


— much of a liking for anyone, snoozed 


~ contentedly in the crook of his arm. Mr 


Alfie Rorke may have a reputation for 
unfriendliness and bluntness, but she 


- suspected a soft heart hid beneath his 
brusqueness. 


Dropping the whisk, Megan rushed to the 
small window that faced out towards the 
path between the trees. She gasped as her 
uncle climbed off his fancy carriage and 
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headed towards the building. 

What reason did the man have for coming 
here? Normally he visited a few times a 
year, mostly to demand Megan stop doing 
something he or her aunt deemed 
unsuitable. 

The last time he called was after Megan 
had agreed to buy a flock of chickens from 
a family who were suffering hard times. Her 
uncle insisted she retract her offer, 
informing Megan that he wanted the family 
to fall behind on their mortgage payments 
so he could claim the land back. 

Instead, Megan asked Grandma Mary to 
take the money and buy the chickens on 
her behalf. The family kept their home and 
land, she got her chickens and her uncle 
never dared to threaten Grandma. 

Megan turned from the window, surprised 
to find Alfie standing behind her. Dark 
stubble covered his chin and his eyes met 
hers for a second before they flicked to the 
window. 

“It's my uncle,” she said in a rush. “You'll 
have to hide. He can’t find you here.” 

Alfie glanced around the room. 

“Where do you expect me to hide? 
There’s nothing big enough to cover me.” 

She pointed to the largest piece of 
furniture in the room. 

“Under the bed. Quick, he doesn’t always 


ae 
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have the courtesy to knock before 
entering.” 

Alfie rubbed his jaw, his expression 
doubtful. 

“The bed?” 

Megan grasped his shirtsleeve and tugged. 


They didn't have time to discuss the matter. 


Any second her uncle would be at the door. 
“Get underneath the bed. If | throw some 
blankets over it, they should cover the side 
so he won't be able to see you.” 
She grabbed the blankets and his coat 
el off the rug and threw them on to the 
ed. 
“This is madness,” Alfie growled. “But 


' necessary, | guess.” 


He crawled beneath the wooden bed 
frame, pulling his knees to his chest so his 
feet didn’t show. Megan fiddled with the 


| blankets until nothing of the man was 

' displayed. The loud knock on the door 

| made her jump and sent her already frantic 
‘heartbeat fluttering further. — 


Breathing deeply, she placed a hand to 


_ Settle the trembling in her stomach, and 


walked to the door and opened it. With a 
| forced smile, she greeted her relation. 


“Uncle, good morning. 
Her uncle brushed past, not bothering to 


| wait for an invitation and stopped in the 


| centre of the room. Short and bald, he 
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glanced around, his lips pursed, and for a 
horrible moment, Megan feared he knew 
that a man lay underneath her bed. 

“The reason I'm calling on you so early is | 
have news | need to share, and I’m not sure 
when I'll get a chance to come here next,” 
he said pompously. “|’m extremely busy 
right now at the bank. About to call in two 
loans on nearby farms so | won't have time 
for trivia like you, niece.” 

“Can | fetch you a cup of coffee?” Megan 
offered, moving towards the fireplace 
where the coffee pot warmed. Although 
she would prefer to keep his visit brief, she 
didn't want him to realise so. 

“No, I’m not staying. I’m here to inform 
you of an offer | have received for this piece 
of land.” 

“An offer?” Her heart sank. What Mrs 
Button told her yesterday was true then? 
Her uncle was here to make her homeless 
despite the promise he had made. 

“A gentleman from New Orleans is 
searching for land to buy for an important 
cattle company. He asked me if | knew of 
any that would suit his requirements. Well, | 
showed him the land butting against this 
piece and he liked it, but also indicated an 
interest in this area.” 

She flattened her hands against her 
churning stomach and turned to him. 
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“But | live here.” 

“| never said your stay here would be 
permanent. | thought when you first arrived 
some man might find you acceptable to 
marry. 

“There are enough desperate males 
around these parts wanting women to help 


work their land, but | never expected for 


your aunt to refuse to let you live with us, 
or for you to be so frightful in nature and 
personality. Your cousin, Adele, still refuses 
. go near the well after what you did to 
ers 
“| did nothing,” Megan argued, pushing 
back the memories of that awful incident. 


- Contrary to what her uncle believed, she 
__was the one who lived with fears, not her 


” 


vindictive, spiteful cousin. “She... 
He cut her off with a dismissive wave of 
his hand. 
“I'm not here to argue over your lies, girl. 


I'm here to tell you that this land is going to 
be sold.” ; 


“But you agreed to let me buy it from you. 


_ We spoke about it a few months ago and 
you wrote a note stating the price you 
| wanted. | can show you.” 


She moved towards the corner where she — 


- kept the tin buried, but her uncle shook his 
head. 


“| know | did, but you'll never raise 


54 
enough and... ” 

“| already have most of it saved,” she lied. 

“You do?” her uncle asked, before his 
eyes narrowed. “Where'd you get that kind 
of money from?” 

He shook his head and pursed his lips 
once more, suspicion in his eyes. 

“No, | don’t want to hear. Just make sure 
you keep any rumours or scandals away 
trom my name and family. All right, Megan, 
out of fairness, I'll give you until the 
month’s end to buy the land. |’ll wire the 
man from New Orleans and say there’s a 
problem to sort before | can say it’s his.” 

“A month?” The acid in her stomach 
churned to full panic. 

“That's all — though | do have one 
question.” 

“Yes?” 

He pointed in the direction of the bed. 

“Whose boots are those?” 

Megan glanced at the mud-covered men’s 
cowboy boots sat on the floor, still in the 
same place where Alfie left them last night. 
In her rush to get the man under the bed, 
she never thought about any of his 
belongings scattered around the room. 

“They're mine,” she said. “Grandma Mary 
gave them to me because my own boots 
are getting too old to mend.” 
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Her uncle regarded her for a moment, 
before shaking his head in disgust. 

“My Adele would never be seen wearing 
men’s boots.” 

Megan lifted her chin. 

“| use what | have and what | can afford.” 

“So like your mother,” her uncle 


condemned. “No respect for yourself.” 


ke 
| 

| Alfie slid from under the bed, the moment 
| Megan closed the door. He'd struggled to 

F ! 


Megan ignored the gibe the same way she 
did with all the others she had heard over 
the years. Her mother had lived the life she 


wanted and few people had understood the 


creative spirit inside her. Megan saw no 
point in criticising her memory now she was 
gone. 

“You have a month from today, niece. 
Understand there will be no second 
chances. If you are even one dollar short, | 


— will sell to the man from New Orleans.” 


Megan nodded, waiting until her uncle 
had left and climbed into his carriage before 


she let out the breath she was holding and 
_ closed the door. She had 30 days to earn 


enough money or she would be homeless 
once again. Thirty days to magic a fortune 
out of nowhere while praying for a miracle. 


Re Hy eK 
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stay hidden while listening to the odious 
banker talk down to his niece. He 
understood not all families got on, but the 
man had thought nothing of insulting Miss 
Talley several times throughout the 
conversation. 

He glared at the door, debating whether 
to go after the banker and teach him the 
meaning of manners, but the thought of 
Miss Talley’s reputation kept his feet rooted 
to the spot. That and the worried 
expression on her face. 

“Does he always speak to you like that?” 
Alfie asked, already certain of the answer. 
Few people in the surrounding area cared 
for the man or his deceitful business 
practices. 

Megan didn’t reply, instead she retrieved 
Alfie’s boots and held them out to him. 

“You'd best be going, Mr Rorke. | have 
chores and other things to do today.” 

He wanted to argue, but the stubborn tilt 
of her nose and the slight tremor of her 
lower lip, told him to hold his words. He 
took his boots and sat on the edge of the 
bed to tug them on. 

“All right, I'll leave.” 

He stood and glanced to where she now 
Standing beside the fireplace with her back 
to the room. The bright, happy woman he’d 
secretly watched preparing breakfast had 
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disappeared, replaced with one burdened 
down with anxiety. 

He reached for his coat at the bottom of 
the bed. 

“You don't have the money, do you?” 

Megan tied a headscarf over her hair and 
glanced his way, her habitual blush pinking 
her skin. 

“Didnt your mother teach you not to 
listen in on other people's talking, Mr 
Rorke?” 

“She died when | was eight, so no, | don’t 
recall her telling me that one. Besides, it’s 
hard not to listen when you’re in the same 
room. Woollen blankets ain’t exactly sound 
proof.” 

“You should have stuck your fingers in 
your ears.” 

_ He almost laughed, but figured the 
woman wouldn’t appreciate his humour. 

“Do you have the money saved or not?” 
_"\Why? Do you want to steal it from me?” 

| The pink in her cheeks deepened to red. 

_ Alfie guessed this time it came from 

_ temper rather than shyness. He glared at 

her, insulted by the question. 


2 “ No! uw 

| “Wouldn't be the first time someone's 

| taken my savings from here...” She broke 
1 


off, and busied herself with stoking the fire. 
“Someone stole your money?” 
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She sighed and nodded. 

“Who?” 

She shrugged. 

“They sneaked in one day while | walked 
the woods gathering herbs. | have my 
Suspicions, though.’ 

The idea that some unknown person came 
and went without a care or concern filled 
him with fear. 

“It's not safe for you to live here.” 

“I've lived here since | was fifteen years 
old. I'm safer here than | ever was in town.” 

“What makes you think that?” 

She stabbed at the fire once again with 
the stick, not answering his question. 

“| have a busy day, Mr Rorke. I’m afraid 
et have to find breakfast some place 
else.” 

He took her heavy hint to leave, telling 
himself it was best. She didn’t need him 
poking his nose into her life or business. 

With luck, he’d hear something positive 
about one of the jobs he had applied for 
and then he'd leave Wishbone Creek. He 
didn’t have the right or time to take on this 
woman's problems before then. | : 

He shrugged on his still damp coat and 
strolled to the door. 

“Thanks for the shelter and the food, "he 
said, his hand on the doorknob. 

"You're welcome. Will your lame horse 
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manage the journey to your home?” 

“I'll see how the swelling is this morning. 
If it’s still bad I'll leave her here if that’s all 
right with you. I'll return later and bring 


some feed if | need to. Goodbye, Miss 


issue di 


7 Talley.” 


She didn’t turn from the fire. 
“Goodbye, Mr Rorke.” 


Wicked Rumours 


ALFIE tried to concentrate on mending the 
saddle on the bench in front of him, but all 
week his thoughts had centred on Megan 


Talley and her dilemma. 


Every night he settled in bed with 
contemplations of her, and every morning 


_ he woke to the memory of her pale face 
| after her uncle’s visit. 


The man’s threat to take away the land 


she lived on and his lack of care about what 
_ would happen to her after, burned a 
| persistent rage in Alfie’s gut. Megan was 
the banker’s family, yet he treated her no 


better than a troublesome tenant he 


| wanted rid of. 


saat up a cloth, Alfie tried to see the 
ferently. Maybe the banker was 
doing the woman a good turn, because 


_ho-one should live the way she did. Alone 
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and innocent, trouble would come along 
sometime and take advantage. 

The notion of her isolated and unable to 
defend herself made his stomach roll. 

Not that Megan saw living in that one 
room shack as a problem at all. No, she 
thought it so fine she wanted to pay hard- 
earned cash for the land it sat on just to 
stay there. Land he suspected wasn’t good 
for much but growing trees. 

He supposed, compared to sheltering 
under a tree or hiding in an alley, it was an 
improvement, but in reality it was nothing 
more than a small step away from being 
homeless. 

He tipped oil on to the cloth, ignoring the 
pain that shot up his arm. The burn still 
troubled him, despite the cream he’d 
bought from the doctor. 

“What's wrong, Alfie?” Sissy, his adopted 
sister, walked into the barn, all brightness 
and cheer. Dressed in her favourite colour 
yellow, even he found it hard to be grumpy 
around the girl. She reminded him of 
morning sunshine, determined to beam her | 
warmth and happiness on everyone around. 

“Have you ever met a woman called 
Megan Talley?” he asked, before he had a 
chance to think about the sanity of doing 
so. With a family of nosey gossips, he’d 
learned to keep most things to himself, 
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unless he wanted to hear every Rorke’s 
opinion on it. 

“Megan Talley?” Sissy pondered the 
name, slowly shaking her head. “No, | don’t 


_ think | have. Has she just moved to town?” 


“No, she’s lived here for years.” 

“How old is she?” 

“| don’t know. Twenty-three or so.” 

“Is she pretty?” Sissy teased, strolling 
closer. “Does she dress in lace and silk?” 

Six months back, Sissy had packed away 
her tomboy clothes and ever since dressed 
in the frilliest, fussiest dresses. Poor Nadia 
seemed to spend nearly every evening 
concocting some creation that consisted of 
mostly ruffles and bows. 

“I'm not answering nonsense like that,” 
Alfie grumbled. “Just wanted to know if 
you knew her.” 

Sissy shrugged and grinned. 

“Sorry. Where does she live?” 

“In the woods off the old bridge turning.” 

Sissy thought for a moment, then her eyes 


- widened. 


= 


———————— — 
= Sar ss 


“You don’t mean the mad lady, do you?” 
“Mad?” 
— “Yeah, she lives with a house full of cats 
and they say she turns into a witch at night. 
People have seen her walking in the woods 


searching for hidden spells amongst the dirt 


and leaves.” 
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“You don’t believe that rubbish?” he 
asked, irritated. Megan was no more a 
witch than he was a prince. 

“Martha Black swears the woman caused 
her mother to lose her mind for a whole 
day after she drank a potion Grandma Mary 
gave her. Turned her odd for hours. Talked 
nothing but gibberish.” 

“Martha Black's mother is crazy on any 
day,” he replied. “I’m surprised they 
noticed much difference.” 

“Well, she’s not fallen for any more 
children since that day. Her family’s 
convinced the mad woman’s cursed her in 
some way.” 

“That's silliness and spite. Debra Black is 
reaching the time in a woman’s life when 
she naturally stops having children.” Nadia 
strolled into the barn and gave her 
daughter her best disappointed look. 

“Well Adele Jones told everyone at the 
sewing bee to stop buying the jellies and 
jams from the mercantile because the 
woman makes them 

Alfie dropped tail cloth and folded his 
arms 

“Why did she do that?” 

“Said they were poisoned with some 
herb,” Sissy replied. “Miss Fine nearly 
keeled over when she heard. Said she had 
eaten the blackberry jelly for breakfast and 
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had felt ill ever since. Her sister took her 
Straight to the doctor to get a tonic to flush 
her out.” . 

“What have | told you about spreading 
gossip?” Nadia asked sharply. She gave 
Sissy another hard glare. “Wasn't that long 
ago people talked about us, or have you 
forgotten that?” 

“Sorry, Mama,” Sissy apologised, 
dropping her head. “But Alfie asked me if | 
knew the mad woman in the woods.” 

“She’s not mad,” Alfie growled, bending 
to retrieve the cloth. 

Nadia turned her attention to him. 

“Is there a reason why you are interested 
in that young lady?” 

He shrugged and returned his attention to 
the saddle. The urge to thump something 
seized him. 

“Her name is Miss Talley and | met her at 
‘ae Store. | just wondered if Sissy knew 

er.” 

“No, Mrs Button says she is shy and 
uncomfortable around people. She prefers 
to be left alone.” 

The description suited Megan perfectly. 

“Yeah, she is.” 

“| believe Mrs Button and Grandma Mary — 
are friends with her.” 
| “She needs friends closer to her own 
| age,” Alfie muttered. 


64 

Nadia raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say 
any more. Instead, she sent Sissy indoors 
with instructions to tidy her bedroom. 

Alfie clenched the material in his fist. 
Despite telling himself Megan wasn’t his 
business, he hated the idea that people 
were gossiping about her. 

“Is that true what Sissy said about the 
jellies?” he asked his stepmother. 

“Adele Jones and her mother are nasty, 
malicious women. | guess Miss Talley has 
done or said something to raise their ire and 
this is their way of getting even with her. 
I'm sure no-one believed what they said.” 

“Miss Fine did.” 

“Henrietta Fine is a silly middle-aged 
woman who lives for drama and mayhem. 
She craves attention and does everything to 
get it. 

“She also has the doctor set in her sights 
so | am sure her so-called illness was simply 
an excuse to visit the man. It makes no 
difference to her that he already has a wife 
and family.” 

“| hope you're right. For Megan’s sake. | 
hate to see her hurt through no fault of her 
own. Like you said, people gossip for no 
other reason than boredom half the time.” 


Alfie waited until his stepmother left the 
barn, before returning his attention to the 
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leather saddle. 

After several minutes, he abandoned the 
project, his mind too full of Megan and her 
problems. If people stopped buying her 
tood, how would she afford to buy the 
land? 

A sceptical man might consider the 
rumours spread by the banker’s daughter as 
a sneaky way of making sure Megan never 
raised the money in time. And if that 
happened where would the sweet woman 
and her animals go? 


Ky Kp ok 


“What do you mean you don’t require any 
jellies?” Megan stared at Mrs Button, not 


_ wanting to believe what she was hearing. 


The batch of preserves she left in town last 
week usually sold within a few days, yet the 
shelf behind the counter was still full. 

Mrs Button fiddled with the lace ruffle on 
her shirt-waister, her expression apologetic. 

“I'm afraid | haven't sold many this week. 
| honestly thought they’d go within hours, 
the way they normally do, but they haven't. 
It's strange, because | have sold plenty of 
Constance Reed's strawberry jam.” 

“| didn’t think people liked her produce as 
much as mine,” Megan said, trying not to 
panic. No sales meant no money and no 
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money meant no savings. No savings meant 
no land. No land meant no home. 

“They don’t, normally,” Mrs Button 
agreed with a frown. “But that’s folks, 
always chopping and changing their likes 
and wants. Twenty-nine years of trading 
and I'm still surprised by customers’ choices. 
Don’t worry, Megan. People will soon want 
yours again.” 

But when? Megan didn’t have time to 
hope and wait when she needed to earn 
money right now. Why had her normally 
faithful customers decided this month to 
reject her jellies and jams? 

“What about baskets and shawls? Do you 
need any more?” 

“No, | still have plenty to sell.” Mrs Button 
leaned over the counter and grasped hold 
of Megan's hand. “Everything will soon sell 
and then I'll be calling for everything you 
have. You go on home and keep making 
everything as normal.” 

“| hope you're right,” Megan murmured, 
her voice shaky. 

“| will be. Now do you require anything 
today?” 

She shook her head and slowly pulled 
away. 

“No, thank you.” 

“All right. You take care and |'ll send word 
when we need those jellies.” 
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Megan forced a smile and left the store. 
After a childhood moving to one town to 
another, her home was more than just 
wooden walls and a tin roof. It was safe 
and welcoming after never really belonging 
anywhere. 

She couldn't lose the land, there had to be 
another way to raise the money. For her 
animals’ sakes, she had to find a solution. 
She refused to let them down. 


Fair Exchange 


ALFIE lifted a wooden crate from the pile 
stacked halfway along the station platform, 
grunting as he swung it on to his shoulder. 
The mysterious contents inside weighed 
heavier than a five-month-old calf. 
Alfie let out a sharp impatient breath. At 
the end of the platform, his father waited 
_ with the wagon. Lately it seemed every time 
Alfie planned a trip to town alone, some 
member of his family decided to join him. 
First, it had just annoyed him, now it made 
him furious. He liked his time alone and 
didn’t appreciate his family’s recent desire 
_ to repeatedly infringe on it. 
“Do you need a hand?” his father called 
~ out while in conversation with the 
_ stationmaster. 
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“No.” Alfie threw the crate on to the 
wagon bed and walked back for the next 
one, dodging waiting passengers as he 
went. He hadn’t required his father’s help 
lifting and carrying since his teenage years, 
so why the old man thought he wanted it 
now was a mystery. 

Same as his sudden urge to come to town 
with Alfie when a pile of bookwork waited 
on his desk for his attention. 

Alfie lifted the next crate, this one slightly 
heavier than the first. What his stepmother 
had ordered no-one knew, but Alfie 
suspected it contained more frivolous 
household goods. 

His father let his second wife have 
whatever pleased her mood. Alfie didn’t 
understand the old man’s thinking. Why 
work all your life, building your business, 
storing away money for the hard times, just 
to let a woman throw all that work away on 
unnecessaries like fancy lace curtains and 
needlepoint parlour cushions? 

“Is that all the crates?” his father asked as 
he strolled towards Alfie after finishing his 
conversation. 

“Yep. Just the horse to come.” 

“I'll see to it.” His father rubbed his hands 
together, an excited twinkle in his eye. “1 
hope she’s as pretty as what old Horace 
Brown wrote. Nadia deserves pretty gifts 
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and the man stated in his last letter that this 
mare was more eye-catching than most 
women from the east.” 

“We have a whole ranch full of good- 
looking horses,” Alfie pointed out. 

“Not like this one. My wife is not riding 
around on any old horse. She’s worthy of a 
special one to help her get over losing old 
Joey. That old horse was more a child to her 
than a pet.” 

“You spoil her.” 

His father laughed. 

“And Nadia spoils all of us, so | reckon 
we're even.’ 

Alfie admitted his father’s words held 
plenty of truth. Since the day Nadia rode up 
to the ranch side by side with his father, 
they'd enjoyed cakes, cookies and clean - 
clothes to wear. After years arguing over 
whose turn it was to see to the washing, 
and eating barely passable meals, Nadia’s 
housekeeping skills were gratefully received 

and. greatly enjoyed. 

A loud bang and then.a muffled grunt 
came from one end of the station building. 
Curious, Alfie wandered over to an open 

‘door he had never noticed before and 
glanced inside to find a large room filled 
with mostly junk and old boxes. Across the 

way, large double doors stood slightly open. 

Old Clive, the stationmaster, stood by a 
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bench, busily rummaging through a box. 

He glanced up when Alfie stepped inside 
the room. 

_ “Is there a problem with the crates?” he 
asked. 

“No,” Alfie replied, his attention drawn to 
an old pony cart not three feet away from 
where he stood. With a single bench seat 
and a box big enough to carry several items, 
fixed across the back of the seat, it would 
be perfect for someone with goods to Carry. 

He nodded towards it. 

“Whose is that?” 

Clive glanced across the room and 
frowned. 

“Oh, a man abandoned it a couple of 
years ago when he left town. | rolled it in 
here in case he wrote asking for it to be 
sent on, but he never did.” 

Alfie stared at the cart for several long 
moments, taking in its condition and size. 
Not too big, that an inexperienced driver 
couldn't handle it with ease once they got 
used to it. He turned to Clive. | 

“Would you be interested in selling it?” 

The stationmaster’s moustache twitched. 

“Horses not comfortable enough for 

ou?” 

Alfie shifted on his feet. 

“| Know someone who would appreciate 
it. Save her a lot of time walking here and 
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back from town.” 

Clive considered for a moment. 

“You'll need a pony, of course.” 

“We have plenty at the ranch.” 

“| still have all the tack in a box beneath 
that bench over there.” 

“I'd be happy to take it off your hands,” 
Alfie said, wanting to make the deal and 
- not give the man any reason to refuse. If 

buying a box of tack he didn’t need helped, 

then he'd do it. 

“Go on and take it.” The stationmaster 
offered. “| want nothing for it, mind. I'll be 
glad for the space, if I'm honest. See it as 

_ compensation from the railroad company 
for the delays your family has incurred 
recently.” 
Diggory appeared at the door. 
“You planning on staying here all day?” 
“No, but | do have plans for that fancy 
- horse of Nadia’s. Let’s give her some 
~ exercise and see how good she is at pulling 
this cart home.” 


Ky Keig kek, 


| Megan ground herbs with a pestle and 
| mortar, trying hard not to think about the 
lack of sales or the loss of money. Mixing 
| Medicines always relaxed her mind, and 
| today she needed a distraction. 
a 


ie 
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A loud knock at the door stopped her 
grinding and she warily moved to the door. 

“Who is it?” 

“It's me, Miss Talley. Alfie Rorke.” 

Megan opened the door, her heart 
fluttering fast. She had not expected to see 
Mr Rorke again. His horse disappeared from 
the barn a few days ago and there was no 
other reason for him to visit. 

She shyly smiled at him, taking in his 
handsome features. She could happily stare 
at the man all day long. 

Alfie held his hat in his hands, his 
expression serious. 

“Miss Talley, | have two reasons for calling 
on you.” 

She almost smiled at his polite terseness. 
He struck her as a man with little time for 
nonsense and who said what he thought 
and did what he wished. She liked that in a 
nee She hated when folk pretended to 

e nice and friendly, but ended up playing 
tricks on a person because their heart was 
mean. 

“| wish to purchase some jams and jellies 
from you. | tried the store today but they 
were all sold.” 

Excitement and hope swirled deep inside 
her stomach. 

“All of them?” 

He nodded. 
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Relief surged through Megan's body, 
causing her legs to wobble. She clutched on 
to the edge of the door. Thank goodness. 
Mrs Button’s declaration that once people 
tasted Miss Constance’s strawberry jam 
they would return to buying Megan's must 
have proven true. 

Delighted, she smiled. 

“Oh, that’s good.” 

Alfie nodded. 

“So | wondered if you might have some 
jars in storage that | may buy from you.” 

She frowned at his request. 

“But Mr Rorke, why would you want 
them?” 

“Well, my stepmother has heard how 
good your preserves are and she'd like to 
try a few flavours for herself.” 

Pleasure burst inside Megan’s heart like a 
bright glorious sunrise. Grandma Mary 
often praised the woman’s cooking skills, so 
to learn she was interested in sampling 


-Megan’s preserves was a compliment 


indeed. 
“| can sell you a jar of the pear and the 


Strawberry.” She stopped talking when 


_ Alfie didn’t appear pleased with her offer. 


\ 
| 
| 


“Is that all you have?” 


“Oh no. | have plenty more but you won't 


_ need more than a jar or two to see if she 


| likes the taste.” 
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“| think | rather take a few more than two, 
if that’s all right with you. I’m sure you have 
plenty of customers wanting your goods, so 
I'd best get them while able.” 

“Business has been unexpectedly slow 
lately,” she admitted, stepping back. 

“Then |'ll take six jars of each flavour.” 

“Six jars?” she echoed, eyes wide. “But 
that adds up to thirty-six jars altogether. | 
make six different varieties, you see...” 

“| have a big family, Miss Talley. If | buy 
plenty today it saves me from having to 
return in a few days for more.” 

The idea of Alfie not calling again 
ruptured some of her joy, but she 
understood his reasoning. The man lived a 
busy life, far too occupied with work to 
come and see a woman he barely knew. 

Time to concern herself with important 
things and not daydreams. He wanted 36 
jars of her jams and jellies and the store had 
sold all their stock. Maybe she still had a 
chance of reaching the total she needed to 
buy the land after all. 

“| guess that makes sense,” she said. 
“You mentioned another reason for 
visiting?” 

“Yes, | did. I'd appreciate it if you would 
step outside for a second or two.” 

She did as he asked, to find a pony and 
cart waiting outside. Some distance away, a 
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man she recognised as Alfie’s father waited 
on a separate wagon. 

Alfie coughed and rubbed a finger along 
the inside of his collar. 

“It occurred to me that you need a way to 
get to and from town quicker than walking. 
Because of your circumstances | guess you 
don’t want the extra cost of keeping a 
horse.” 

“| can't ride,” she admitted. 

He folded his arms across his chest. 

“Well, the stationmaster wanted rid of this 
cart and | thought you might have use for 
it. Hate to see things go to waste when 
there’s still good wear in them.” 

She glanced at him, then at the cart. 

“That's very kind of you, Mr Rorke. Thank 
you. But as you said, | can’t afford the feed 
for the pony.” 

“I'm happy to lend you Patch so I'll cover 
her food and upkeep. All you have to do is 
care for her and use her for errands so she 
doesn’t get bored in her old age.” 

Megan stared at the pony, touched by 
Alfie’s thoughtfulness. The man really was 
too kind, or perhaps this was his way of 
making sure Mrs Button never asked him to 
give her a ride again. : 

“It's bad manners to refuse a person's 
help, Miss Talley,” Alfie insisted as though 
he expected her to decline further. 
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“I'm not sure | know how to care for a 


ony. 

9 stilts at Tupper’s place before 
coming here and he assures me that young 
Lincoln knows how. The boy will teach you. 
what you need to know. He'll stop by 
sometime this afternoon.” 

“I've checked all the tack and it’s in good 
condition,” Alfie continued. “Other than 
giving Patch exercise and attention, she 
won't cost you a thing. | trained her myself, 
so | know she’s docile and perfect for you.” 

Megan still hesitated, touched that the 
man had gone to a lot of trouble for her. 
Tears welled in her eyes and an impulse to 
cry grasped hold of her. 

“Time's running on, why don’t you fetch 
the preserves so that we can conduct the 
rest of our business?” 

“Of course.” She nodded and headed 
back inside. Wiping away her tears, she 
gathered the filled jars from the large box 
she kept them stored in, and placed them in 
another one jar on top of another. 

“May | help?” 

She turned but didn’t meet his gaze. 

“No, it’s fine.” 

Alfie picked up a bottle of lotion from the 
kitchen table. He read the label, and then 
replaced it. 
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“| understand you're a healer?” 
“Grandma Mary is teaching me her skills, 

passing on her knowledge to me so that 
when she’s gone people will still have 
someone to help them. That’s what she 
Says anyway. | suspect she will live until 

she’s older than the thickest trees around 
here.” 

Alfie chuckled. 

“No doubt.” 

He walked over to Megan and lifted the 
box from the rug. Megan reached out and 
grabbed his left wrist before he moved 
away. 

“Mr Rorke — is there something ailing your 
arm?” 

Alfie stared down at her. 

“How do you know that?” 

She smiled softly. 

“| noticed the last few times we’ve met 

that you favour it slightly — as if it pains you 

to use it normally.” 

He sighed and nodded. Placing the box 

back down on to the floor, he undid his left 

shirt cuff. Folding back the material, he 
showed her the large burn on his arm. 

“Oh, my goodness, Mr Rorke. What 
happened?” 

' “Burned it the other day while working in 

_ the forge. | often help out Samuel, our 

ranch blacksmith, when he’s sick.” 


is 
” 
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Megan guided him to a chair and eased 
him down on to it. 

“It must hurt terribly. What have you used 
to treat it?” 

“Some cream the doctor in town sold 
me.” 

She murmured softly, checking the wound 
over. Reaching for one of the bottles on the 
table, she removed the stopper. Fetching a 
clean cloth, she poured a generous amount 
of ointment from the bottle on to it, and 
then spread the wetted cloth gently over 
the burn. Next, she wrapped strips of 
cotton around his arm to keep the cloth in 
place. 

“What's that?” Alfie asked, pointing to 
the bottle. 

“The burn has barely started to heal, so 
this will help it. She gathered another bottle 
and placed it down in front of him. “Pour a 
good amount of this all over the wound 
three times a day. It will sting a little, but at 
least it will keep the burn from festering.” 

“What's in it?” 

She smiled and shook her head. ~ 

“Best you use it without knowing. It will 
do the job and ease your pain.” 

jae annoying more than painful,” he 
said. 

She giggled at his show of manly pride 
and tied the strips together in a tight knot. 


te 
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“rm. sure.” 

“What do | owe you?” Alfie asked, rolling 
down his sleeve over the dressing. 

“Not a thing for the medicine. Just throw 
away the cream the doctor sold you.” 

Alfie shook his head. 

“Miss Talley, you're a terrible business 
woman.” 

“It’s a gift, Mr Rorke, just like the cart 
outside and the loan of the pony are. I'd say 


we're even.” 


“I'm still paying for the preserves,” he 


_ insisted. 


She grinned. 

“And I'll let you. | may not be a good 
business woman, but | am not a fool.” 

Alfie stood, picking up the bottle from the 


| table, he slipped it into his shirt pocket. 


“How much do | owe for the jams?” 
_ Megan told him and waited silently as he 


_ withdrew the money from his pocket and 


handed it to her. He lifted the box with the 
jams and jellies and carried it to the door. 
“| hope your family enjoy the preserves, ” 


_ Megan said, following him outside. 
“They will. Remember, Lincoln will take 
care of Patch. I'll unhitch her and settle her 
‘in the barn before | leave.” . 
' “That's a pretty name.” 
He nodded and set his hat on his head. 
“| named her myself some years back.” 
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“Goodbye, Mr Rorke. And thank you.” 

“Just being neighbourly, Miss Talley.” He 
touched the rim of his hat and walked 
away. 

Megan smiled, pushing down the strong 
urge to follow him. Daydreams and wishes 
were fine to enjoy, but she wasn’t silly 
enough to believe they would ever come 
true. 


Suspicious Minds 


GRANDMA MARY!” 

Megan burst into the old woman's kitchen 
and skidded to a halt. Lincoln sat at the 
kitchen table with one of his younger 
brothers beside him, munching down a 
plate of biscuits. 

Grandma Mary stopped peeling the 
vegetable in her hand and placed it and the 
knife on to the kitchen table. Wiping her 
hands on her apron, she regarded Megan 
with humour and a touch of suspicion. 

“What has you so excited, child?” 

Megan waved towards the open door and 
grinned. 

“Come and see what Mr Rorke gave me.” 

Grandma Mary’s suspicion deepened, 
causing frown lines to join the wrinkles on 
her forehead. 
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“Diggory Rorke gave you a gift? Why is 
the man doing such a thing?” 

~ Megan shook her head. 

“No, not him. Alfie.” 

“Alfie?” Grandma Mary repeated. 

“Yeah, him,” Lincoln muttered between 

~mouthfuls. 

Megan frowned at her young friend's 
irritated tone, but answered Grandma 
Mary’s question. Whatever was the matter 

with Lincoln could wait until after she 
showed Grandma the pony and cart. 

“Yes, Alfie. Though | think Alfred suits him 
better.” 

“It's what his mama called him,” 

Grandma Mary conceded. “So what has 

Alfie given you?” 

Megan grabbed the old woman’s hand 
and gently tugged her outside, confident 

Lincoln and his brother, Seamus, would 

follow. How could they not when she had 

such a wonderful surprise to show them? 

_ She pointed toward the pony and cart she © 
_had left near the old apple tree a few feet 
trom the cabin. 
= “He gave me a cart.” 

_Lincoln’s eyes widened and he wandered 
over for a closer look. 
| “Well, it's more practical than a big old 
wagon.” 

_ Grandma wasn’t as impressed. 
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“Alfie Rorke gave you this? Does he think 
you have a problem with your legs? You 
don't, do you? If you want me to check 
TEM cs” 

Megan backed away, before Grandma 
Mary had a chance to reach for her leg and 
inspect for herself. 

“My legs are fine. He gave me the cart 
and loaned me the pony so that | can ride 
to town and back. Said it would save me a 
whole bunch of time.” 

“Pa said | have to teach you how to care 
for the pony,” Lincoln said, shoving his 
hands in his trouser pockets. At his side, 
Seamus copied the action. 

Megan nodded. 

“He said he needed someone to help keep 
Patch exercised. That’s the pony’s name. 
Isn't it just the nicest name you've ever 
heard? Alfie named her himself. He told me 
SO.” 

“That don’t make sense,” Lincoln 
muttered. “The Rorkes have so much land 
they could just let the pony out and... ” 

“Why is that man giving you presents?” 
Seamus interrupted. 

“Don't seem right to me?” Lincoln added, 
not waiting for her to answer his brother's 
question. “You being an unmarried female 
and all.” : 

“It's not a gift, exactly,” Megan said. “He 
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told me the stationmaster was glad to get 
rid of the cart, and Alfie thought | might be 
ek to use it. It was kind and considerate of 

im.” 

“Considerate indeed,” Grandma Mary 

agreed with a faint smile. “How did you 
meet Alfie anyway?” 

_ “Well, Mrs Button asked him to give me a 
ride the other day,” Megan said, glancing 
to the ground. 

She hadn’t told the old woman about the 
ride or the time they had spent together. 
Not because Grandma Mary wouldn't 
understand. No, Megan simply didn’t 

consider it important enough to mention. 

“Ask Lincoln, he met us on the way home.” 

Lincoln nodded and moved closer to the 
pony. 

“| did. How's the cat doing?” 
| “She's doing well. Does like to scratch a 

Hot.” 

_ “Are you going to use it?” Lincoln asked, 

‘nodding at the cart. 

Megan folded her arms around her waist 

-and wrinkled her nose. — 

— “| will, once | teach myself how to drive it. 
1 know how to hitch a cart or carriage to a 
horse because | used to do it for my uncle 

‘when | lived with my kin. 

It was one of the chores my aunt insisted | 

‘did before breakfast. Uncle Eustace always 
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oreferred to arrive at the bank before any of 
his staff. However, that’s all | know how to 
do. | was never allowed to learn any more — 
than that.” 

“If you didn’t drive it, how did you get it 
here?” Grandma Mary asked, moving to 
stroke Patch’s nose. 

“| pulled Patch along by her reins and she 
pulled the cart. It’s only light, soit didn’t 
bother her none. | kept the pace slow. | was 
too scared to try to drive it on my own. | 
know | drove Mr Rorke’s wagon the other 
day, but he was sitting beside me then.” 

“Being scared is not good for you,” 
Grandma Mary scolded. “Get on up and 
take a hold of the reins. There’s enough 
room here for you to learn.” 

“What if | can’t do it?” Megan asked, not 
wanting to fail. What would Alfie think if 
she didn’t use his gift. Not that it was one, 
but a large part of her wanted to pretend 
his reason for giving it to her was more 
than just kindness. | 

“You'll not know either way unless you 
attempt it, will you?” Grandma Mary 
reasoned. 

Megan bit her lower lip and slowly walked 
over to the cart. 

“Let me show you.” Lincoln jumped up on 
to the cart and sat down on the wooden 
bench. “Come on, get on up here. Only —~ 
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way you're going to learn is by doing.” 

Megan climbed up, the shaking in her 
body reaching all the way to her fingertips. 
Taking several deep breaths, she took hold 
of the reins. 

“Do you mind helping me with Patch’s 
care?” 

Lincoln shook his head and showed her 
how to hold the reins properly. 

“| don’t mind, though that Rorke man 
seems awfully intent on keeping me busy 
when it’s him giving away the gifts.” 

“It's not a gift,” Megan argued. 

Lincoln sighed. 

“Grandma, you need to explain to Megan 
that when a man gives a woman the loan 
of a pony he ain’t doing it because he 
doesn’t like her.” 

“But he’s just being kind and 
neighbourly,” Megan argued, beating 
down the hope that swirled in her chest. 
What did Lincoln know? He was a child. 

— “He ain't your neighbour and everyone 
knows Alfie Rorke don’t do anything nice 
for any woman. The man avoids females 
like they're contagious.” 

_ “Grandma, tell Lincoln that’s not true,” 
Megan demanded, glaring at her young 
friend. 

_ Grandma Mary waved a hand at them 
both. | 
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“Get on with learning,” she ordered, 
“while me and Seamus go finish our 
dinner.” 

“Call to Patch,” Lincoln directed. “We 
ain’t going anywhere until you do.” 

Despite her irritation, she did as instructed, | 
trying not to ponder on whether Lincoln 
was right or not. Did Alfie like her a little? | 
Had he loaned her Patch because he cared? | 
Or was he, as she secretly suspected, just 
being nice to another person so he didn’t 
find himself inconvenienced once again? 

She sighed, rocking back as the cart and 
pony started to move. Life was a lot simpler | 
when she just daydreamed about the man. | 


x*K*K* 


“What do you mean rumours?” 

Lincoln finished drinking his cup of milk 
and wiped his palm over his mouth. After — | 
spending a few hours learning how to drive | 
the cart, Megan was confident she could — | 
handle taking it to town and back. 

Lincoln slammed his glass down on to the | 
table. 

“| heard people talking when we visited 
town with Pa this morning. Some people 
are saying your jams and jellies are poisoned 
and you hate everyone in town and want to 
kill them all.” 
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“That's a terrible thing to say, boy!” 
Grandma Mary scolded, as she buttered 
bread slices and plonked then in the middle 
of the table. 

Megan rubbed her cheek and continued 
to stir the pot of stew cooking over the fire. 
Was this the reason why people had 
stopped buying her produce? How awful 
that they believed she would hurt anyone in 
such an sinful way. She helped Grandma 
Mary nurse sick people; she would never 
cause them harm. 

“But it’s what folks are saying, Grandma!” 
Lincoln defended. “| heard them. So did Pa. 
You ask him if you don’t believe me. No- 
one is buying Megan's wares because they 
think she’s a crazy person and she is going 
to make them sick.” 

“I'm not crazy!” Megan denied. 

Lincoln turned in his chair and faced her. 
“| know you're not, but people make stuff 
up and right now it’s you they’ re doing it 
over.’ 

_ "Sit back around, boy,” Grandma Mary 
ordered. “I've enough to worry over 
without both of your hurt feelings. Megan, 
take no notice of what people are saying. 
Come tomorrow they'll all be talking and 
gossiping about someone else.” 

“But you don’t understand, Grandma 

Mary. If people really believe such a wicked 
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rumour, they might stop buying my 
oreserves again and then | won't raise 
enough money to buy... ” She stopped, 
biting down on her tongue before she said 
too much. Grandma Mary didn’t know 
about her uncle’s threat é sell the land and 
evict her. 

“Buy what?” 

Megan turned away and gave the stew 
another firm stir. 

“Oh, nothing.” 

“Megan, look at me and finish what you 
were saying,” Grandma Mary demanded. 

Megan kept her eyes on the stew and her 
head bent. 

“It's just something | want.” 

“You've never wanted a thing in your 
life,” Grandma Mary dismissed, “except 
more animals to love. Tell me what it is that 
has you all concerned.” 

Megan carefully knocked the wooden 
spoon against the pot’s side and placed it 
on the hearth. 

“| need to go home. The animals are due 
their feed and Patch has enjoyed plenty of 
time in your paddock.” 

“Megan.” 

Megan ignored the warning and rushed 

for the door. 
“Megan Talley!” 
Megan made it outside, but Grane 
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_Mary caught her before she took three 


steps towards the paddock. 

“Why are you not answering my 
question?” 

“There’s nothing to tell. | just need to raise 
money.” 

“Why?” 

“| need it,” she huffed. 

“For what?” Grandma Mary persisted. 

“That is my business. I'm twenty-four 
years old and | don’t answer to anyone if | 
choose not to. Not even you, Grandma 
Mary. I’m sorry. | love and respect you, but 
my business is mine alone and... ” 

“Stop your sass and tell me,” Grandma 
Mary commanded, placing her hands on 
her hips. 

Megan sighed heavily, knowing there was 


no way around it. 


“My uncle says | have until the end of the 


_ month to find enough money to buy my 


land, otherwise he is going to sell it to a 


man from out of town.” 


“He what?” the old woman yelled. 
“| already have some money Saved,” 


_ Megan stated, hoping to pacify her. 


> 
% 


In a temper, there was no knowing what 


_ idea might possess Grandma Mary. She was 


/ 


prone to react in irrational and extreme 


_ ways to situations she didn’t care for. 


Ps 4 A 
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“When did he tell you this?” 
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“The other day. But it’s all right, because 
Alfie bought thirty-six jars of my jams and 
jellies this morning when he brought the 
cart.” 

The old woman’s eyes narrowed. 

“How many?” 

“Thirty-six,” Megan replied, a horrible curl 
of doubt twisting through her mind. “He 
said all the ones in the mercantile sold, 
LOO 

“Awtul lot of preserves for a man to buy.” 

“He said his stepmother wanted to try 
them.” 

Grandma Mary raised an eyebrow. 

“Nadia puts up her own preserves. Why 
would she want more?” 

“Well, |...” Megan stammered, not sure 
what to say. “I suppose that is rather 
peculiar.” 

“Is he aware you need money?” 

A familiar warmth tinged her skin. 

“| think | may have mentioned it.” 

Grandma Mary's eyes narrowed with 
suspicion. 

“You and Alfie Rorke getting awfully 
chatty with each other recently. Anything 
you want to tell me?” 

Ml No! ua 

“You sure, child?” 

“He gave me a ride home, that’s alll “No 
way was she going to tell Grandma the 
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man stayed the night. Heavens, she would 
probably demand he marry her, the way she 
had Alfie’s brother and his wife. 

“A man doesn’t buy so much jelly, Megan, 
unless he’s up to something. Especially that 


F man.” 


“He's nice,” she defended him. 
“Alfie is bad-tempered, difficult and 


_ intolerant in a good mood. In a bad mood, 


heis... 

“Kind to me,” Megan insisted, hating the 
way Grandma Mary described him. Yes, he 
could be all of those things, but there was 
more to Alfie Rorke than the negative traits 


- everyone focused on. He gave her a cart 


because he thought it would help her. 
“Maybe he likes my jams better than his 


_ stepmother’s.” 


Grandma Mary snorted. 
“| suspect he only bought them because 


_ he feels sorry for you, and | want to 
_understand why a man who rarely has the 


time or inclination to concern himself with 


_ local girls is suddenly gifting you a cart and 
_ paying you secret visits.” 


Insulted by her long-time friend's 


_ insinuations, Megan pulled her arm out of 


pene sa 


Grandma's hold. | 


“Why shouldn’t he want to visit me? Is it 


so hard to think someone would want to?” 


“Not as long as his intentions are 
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honourable, though | think it’s more a case 
he just feels pity for you.” 

“What?” she stammered. 

“Megan, child...” 

“| understand that I’m not good enough 
for a man like him,” she said, her chin 
trembling, “but | don’t believe he’s the type 
of person to part with money because he 
pities a person’s situation.” 

She turned and marched in the direction 
of the paddock, her hurt feelings battling | 
with her tears. Was it impossible for anyone | 
to believe the man just wanted to help? 

Lincoln appeared at her side as she 
opened the paddock gate. 

“Where are you going?” 

“To ask Alfie Rorke why he brought my 
wares,” Megan said, blinking away tears. 

“There’s something else | need to tell 
you,” Lincoln said. “While | was in town 
earlier, | saw Mr Rorke in the store.” Megan 
stiffened against what she feared was 
coming. “He was buying every jar of your 
preserves off the shelf. That man sure must 
have a craving for jam.” 

“| guess so,” she sniffed, confused by the 
man’s actions. 

“I'll fetch Patch for you.” : 

“Thank you, Lincoln.” She smiled in his 
direction, but didn’t meet his gaze. She 
didn’t want to see sympathy or compassion. 
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“What if you don’t like Alfie Rorke’s 
_ answer?” Lincoln asked quietly. 

Megan hated the worry in her young 
friend’s voice. Raising her head 
determinedly, she faced him. 

“Then I'll tell him | really have poisoned 
every single jar. We'll see how much he 


|” 


~ wants all those jellies then! 


Battle Of Wills 


MEGAN stopped the cart in front of the 
_ large clapboard house. With every bump 
| between Grandma's cabin and the Rorke 
' ranch, her emotions swung back and forth 
_ like a ringing church bell. 
What if Altie wasn’t at home? Or worse, 
_ what if he was home and he admitted that 
_ he really did view her as someone In need? 
_ She left the cart, gathering all her 
_ courage. The warmth in her cheeks didn’t 
help the tight sensation in her chest. 

How was she supposed to appear calm 
_and unaffected when her cheeks were as 
_ red as tomatoes and her stomach churned? 
She hated her habit of blushing more at 
|, that moment, than ever before in her life. 
| Wiping her damp palms over her overalls, 
| she approached the porch and then came 
; to a sudden halt. A large group of people 
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sat at a line of tables, placed together to 
form one long one, and from the amount 
of food and dishes on them, she was 
interrupting a family meal. 

Aware the conversation amongst the 
individuals on the porch had muted to 
silence, she resisted the urge to run back to 
where Patch waited. 

“Good afternoon,” she croaked. 
Swallowing hard, she tried again. “|’m sorry 
to interrupt you, but | wonder if | may speak 
to Mr Rorke for a few moments.” 

Diggory Rorke stood from his chair at the 
far end of the line of tables and walked 
over to the rail. He rested both his hands on 
it and leaned forward. He reminded her a 
little of Alfie only his hair was grey. 

“Miss, we've a few Mr Rorkes who live j in 
this house, and a few who just hang around | 
come meal times. Which one Is it you're 
wanting?” 

“Alfie.” She forced herself to search the 
group for him, relieved to find he was 
already descending the porch steps. Noting 
his unhappy expression, she shifted and 
Stepped back. 

“Something amiss with the cart?” he 
asked, his tone low and deep. 

She moved a step closer to him. 

“No, the cart is fine, Mr Rorke. Truly fine. 
The reason for my unannounced visit is | 


sa aE 
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have heard some news which causes me 
concern.” 

Alfie rested his hands on his hips and fixed 
his eyes on her. 

“What would that be, Miss Talley?” 

“Lincoln informs me that you bought all 


_ of my preserves from the mercantile this 


morning.” 
He frowned. 
“Is that a problem?” 
“So you did?” she asked, confused. “But 


_ you said they were sold out.” 


“Can't see that is any of your business 


_ what | buy or don’t. And | never lied; the 
_ store was sold out once | purchased them.” 


Astonished by his reply, she stared at him. 

“But that’s not the point, Mr Rorke. | 
don’t understand why you would buy so 
many when Grandma Mary informs me that 
your stepmother makes her own preserves.” 

“Miss Talley, are you either my wife or 
mother?” 

His words stirred thoughts best ignored. 
Allowing her imagination to conjure up 
images of marriage to this man would do 
no good. 

“Of course not.” 

“Then how | spend my money is not your - 
concern, Is it?” 

“But 1 am worried you bought them for 
the wrong reasons,” Megan whispered, 
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glancing at his family. 

He raised an eyebrow. 

“| like jam and jelly. Seems a sensible 
enough motive to me.” 

“But you didn’t buy them for that 
purpose, did you? You did it because 
nobody else in town wants anything to do 
with what | produce.” 

“|'ve no interest in what others are doing 
or not,” he argued. “| certainly don’t spend 
my money on things | don’t need.” 

“But why come to my home and buy 
more?” she asked, annoyed he refused to 
listen to her concerns. 

“Do you question all your customers over 
why they buy your food?” he asked. 

“No, but they aren't doing it because they | 
are feeling charitable.” | 

He folded his arms. ! 

“Miss Talley, you don’t know me real well, | 
but anyone who does will tell you that | do 
nothing because | feel sorry for someone or 
their circumstances. 

“I'm much too busy to care about anyone 
but my family. | will tell you one last time, | 
purchased your jams because | like them. 
No other reason or cause. If you take a look 
at the table behind me, you'll find several of | 
your jars on there.” | 

She refused to listen further to his 
explanation. She didn't care what he or 
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others said about him being an uncharitable 
man, she saw and heard differently. For 
some reason he was trying to help her and 
as much as she liked that he wanted to, she 
refused to accept it. 

“You'd best have this.” She handed him a 
small leather purse with his money inside. 

He kept his arms folded. 

“What is it?” 

“Your money, Mr Rorke. Say what you 
_ want, but | believe you bought my goods 
_ because nobody else wants them. | want 
you to have the money. You can keep the 
preserves, but | would appreciate the return 
of the jars when they are empty. It will save 
me having to buy more.” 

“| don't want the money,” he asserted. 

She lifted her chin and met his gaze. 

“Nor do |. | can get by without your pity. 
Mrs Button says people will soon switch 


_ back to mine once they taste Constance 


Reed's jams. Her recipes are too sharp for 
most people's liking.” 

“They won't while they fear you're intent 
On poisoning them.” 

A fresh flush of heat swept through 
Megan. 

“| would never do such a terrible thing.” 
| His voice dipped lower and his tone 
 gentled. 
_ “| know you wouldn't, Megan. | just want 
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you to see sense. With your uncle's 
ultimatum, you haven't got time to waste 
giving away money you've earned.” 

She held out the pouch to him once more. 

“Thank you, but I'll manage.’ 

“How are you going to raise the money 
you need for the land? The man from out 
of town is going to run you off as soon as 
he finds you living in that shack.” 

“| don’t live in a shack!” 

“The animals on this ranch live in better 
conditions than you do.” 

Hurt by his criticism of her house, she 
glared at him. 

“How dare you insult my home!” 

She threw the money down in front of his 
feet and marched off in the direction of the 
cart. If all the man was going to do was 
spout rudeness, then she would leave. 

“Where are you going?” 

Megan flinched at the yelled question, but 
kept on walking. 

“None of your business, Mr Rorke.” 

“Get back here, woman, and take this 
money!” 

Megan ignored his order and climbed on 
to the cart. 

“| will not!” 

She clicked her tongue to get Patch 
moving and headed back towards the road, 
furious with the man for his stubbornness. 
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How dare he carry on as if she answered 
to him. She would raise the money, save 
her home, which was not a shack, and do it 
without the help and assistance of Mr 
Alfred Rorke! 


Change Of Heart 


| YOU can leave,” Megan said, her manner 


curt. “lam returned to my shack so there's 


~ no reason for you to linger.” 


Alfie dismounted his horse and dropped 


_ the reins, confident the horse would stay 


put. He strolled over to where Patch waited 


_ outside Megan’s home and set about 
| unhitching the pony from the cart. He had 


followed her all the way from the ranch, 


determined to make her see sense. 


“I'll leave when | want to,” he said, 
ignoring her scowl. “And until Patch is 


taken care of and you're inside your home 


I'm not going anywhere. Nice driving, by 


_ the way. Who taught you?” 


He waited for the explosion he sensed 


| Iawand beneath the woman’s clenched 


ec and focused on slacking the leather 
ellyband strap. He swallowed down the 


peugnter that threatened when she spun 
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and marched to her front door. 

He didn’t say a word as he led Patch 
towards the barn and spent time brushing 
her down, cleaning her feet and then 
checking the pony’s food and water. Once 
he was happy she had everything she 
required, he left the barn, to find Megan 
still standing at her door. 

“Miss Talley?” he called as he crossed over 
the small stretch of ground between the 
two buildings. 

Megan drew herself up, as though 
readying for battle. 

“Yes?” 

He stopped just a foot away from her and 
pulled off his hat. 

“The church is having a picnic after 
morning service on Sunday. Would you like 
to go?” 

“Are you... asking me to accompany you 
to the picnic?” Megan stammered, 
confused by the unexpected invitation. 

“bann:* 

She frowned. 

“| just wanted to be certain.” 

He scrunched the rim of his hat. 

“So do you want to?” 

Alfie witnessed the flicker of emotions fly 
over her pretty features, wishing he could 
read the thoughts that partnered them. 

“Will you promise to stop buying my 
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wares?” she asked. 

He shook his head. 

“No, | won't.” 

She sighed, her shoulders sagging. 

“Mr Rorke, people are gossiping about 
me. Are you sure you want to be seen in my 
company?" 

“If you can deal with most folks calling me 
grumpy, then | can deal with them calling 
you an odd soul or whatever it is they are 
saying.” 

“I'm no such thing,” she whispered. “I 
just prefer to be left alone.” 

“| know that,” he said. Sweet and 
stubborn were the only crimes this woman 
was guilty of. 

She watched him for a moment longer 


~ and then nodded. 


“| would be pleased to join you on 


| Sunday. Thank you for your invitation.” 


He smiled at her courteous acceptance. 


_ The.woman owned an old-fashioned quality 


about her that he found adorable. He'd 


_ never met a woman with such natural 
~ manners and etiquette. 


“I'll call for you on Sunday.” He winked, 


_ turning before a smile escaped. 


—— 


sam fn le 


“| would prefer to meet you at the 


church,” she insisted. 


Not wanting to give her a chance to 


_ change her mind, he agreed. 


102 

“At the church, then. Don’t be late. I’m 
not a patient man.” 

“| won't be.” 

“Oh, you'll need this.” 

She caught the pouch of money he threw 
in her direction before she thought not to. 
Grasping it in her hand, she was tempted to 
throw it at his back when she heard his 
deep chuckle float across the space 
between them. But before she had a 
chance to react, the man had mounted his 
horse and ridden away. 


KE x. 


Megan burst through the door of 
Grandma Mary's cabin for the second time 
that day. 

“What are you doing, girl?” the old lady 
cried, clutching her heart. “Are you trying 
to put me in the ground before the day Is 
ended?” 

Megan bounced on the spot and laughed. 
“| had to come and see you. My stomach 
has twisted all afternoon like a bag of angry 

ants.” 

Grandma Mary considered her closely. 

“Take a deep breath and then tell me 
exactly what has you worked up and pulled 
inside out.” 

Jittery all over, Megan did as ordered. 
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Clapping her hands together, she silently 
practised the words before saying them. 
This morning, Grandma Mary hadn't 
seemed pleased to hear she and Alfie had 
spent time together. How would she take 
this latest news? 

“Has Alfie Rorke upset you? | figured the 
way you tore out of here you two would 
end up butting heads and clunking horns.” 

“No... well yes. The man refused to take 
back his money, but no — that’s not the 
reason | am here.” Megan took a deep 
breath. “Alfie has asked me to attend the 
church picnic with him on Sunday.” 

Grandma Mary's eyebrows shot up. 

“This Sunday?” 

“Yes,” 

“But you don’t go to church. I've asked 
you to join me on several occasions, but you 
sae because of that family of yours.” 

ie bah frowned. 

“Alfie just asked me to join him at the 
picnic. He made no aie or condition 
that | have to attend the service first.” 

“Megan Talley, wash your mouth out. You 
cannot go to the gathering and not pay 

religious penance beforehand. You'll attend 

the church service, and if your uncle and) 

aunt don’t like it they can go hop over a 

pew or two.” 

“But | thought...” 
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“That's your failing, girl. You think about 
what others think and want, instead of 
worrying about your own desires. You'll sit 
through church or I'll tell Alfie to withdraw 
his invitation.” 

“You can’t do that!” Megan cried, 
horrified by the old woman’s threat. Not 
once in all her life had a man asked her to 
join him at a social event, and now 
Grandma Mary was threatening to 
Ursaeate and make him take it back. 

“1 will.” 

“Alfie Rorke isn't going to let you tell him 
what to do,” Megan challenged, confident 
that Alfie wasn’t the type of man to let an 
old woman boss him around. 

“Normally, no,” Grandma Mary agreed. 
“But if | insist on doing a full medical check 
on him, I’m sure he'll see sense and do as | 
ask him.” 

“Grandma, that’s just plain mean!” 
Everyone in the area tried their best to avoid 
one of Grandma Mary's health checks. The 
woman thought nothing of embarrassing a 
person in her quest to deliver medical help 
and know how. 

Megan had witness many a grown man 
turn and run from just catching a glimpse a ! 
her coming down the road. 

The old woman's eyes danced with 
mischief and delight. 
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“| know.” 

“You forget the town thinks | am trying to 
poison them,” Megan reminded. “They'll 
likely hang me from the big tree outside the 
church for daring to turn up.” 

“Nonsense. |’ll be there and so will the 
Buttons and Tupper and his brood. | doubt 
anyone would dare say a word with Alfie 
and his clan there, too.” 

Megan sat down on a nearby chair, some 
of her enthusiasm leaking away. When she 
accepted Alfie's invitation, she had not 
considered the church service. One her 
family in town would also attend. 

“He probably only asked me because he 
didn’t have anyone else to take. Besides, | 
didn’t think you liked him spending time 


_ with me. Don’t you believe he pities me?” 


“Don't fool yourself, Megan. Women line 
up for a chance with those Rorke boys, 


even Alfie, for all his lack of charm, and you 
are a beautiful girl. Without knowing the 
-man’s true intentions we can’t be certain of 
_his reason for calling on you.” 


A 
a 
? 


“| explained earlier.” 

“And I'm warning you to be cautious.” 
Megan shrugged. 

“lasked him why he bought all my 


preserves, but he told me it wasn’t any of 


_ my business.” 


~ Grandma Mary sat down opposite Megan 
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at the kitchen table. 

“Remember what I've always told you. 
Just because a man speaks sweet words, 
doesn't mean his thoughts are all that 
innocent. Most times, they're not. | don’t 
want you hurt. You're as precious to me as 
my own children.” 

Touched, Megan nodded. 

“| know — though Alfie hasn't spoken any 
sweet words to me.” 

Grandma Mary reached out and patted 
her hand where it rested on the table. 

“If you're going to church on Sunday, 
then we need to sort out some clothes for 

ous 

“Clothes?” 

Grandma Mary nodded. 

“Megan, you are not visiting the Lord’s 
house dressed in those raggedy overalls. 
What we need to find you Is a dress.” 

“A dress!” Megan wailed, screwing up 
her nose. 

Grandma Mary tutted. 

“What sort of body would you appear 
dancing in them overalls and a man’s 
shirt?” 

“Dancing!” Unease melted over her initial 
joy at the idea of attending the picnic. Not 
for a second had she considered the fact 
she would have to get dressed up and make 
a fool of herself. 
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“Someone always brings a fiddle so ~ 
people can turn a reel,” Grandma Mary 
informed her. “Of course there will be 
dancing. Those Rorke boys are in demand 
at every gathering.” 
Tet ae shot to her feet and headed to the 
oor. 
“| need to tell Mr Rorke that | can’t go.” 
“Why?” 
Megan turned to the old woman. 
ml Came dance, Grandma. I've never 


_ learned how.” 


“Who can't dance?” Lincoln asked as he 


_ stepped inside the cabin, a pile of wood in 


his arms. Seamus followed behind carrying 


~asmaller armful. 


“Lincoln will teach you to dance,” 


Grandma Mary declared. “He did fine 


showing you how to handle the cart and 


_ pony this morning.” 


“No!” Lincoln yelled, dropping the wood 


in a box near the fireplace. “I’m not 
teaching Megan to dance. | taught her how 
to drive the cart, but | refuse to teach her 
girl stuff like dancing. If she wants to learn 
to dance, then you teach her.” 


er 


Grandma Mary stood and grabbed hold of 


‘Lincoln by the front of his shirt. 
~ “You will teach Megan to dance! Let's 


start practising this minute, before you try 


| 


| 
Re 
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-and run off. Come on outside. It'll give us 
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more room and there’s still enough light to 
see what you're doing.” 

“| hate Alfie Rorke,” Lincoln hissed as he 
passed Megan to the door. “You and 
Grandma acted normal before he started 
calling on you.” 

“He isn’t calling on me. He just asked me 
if ee picnic. Grandma Mary, | really don’t 
think es 

Grandma sniffed, herding all three of 
them out the door. 

“I'll do the thinking for you. By the time | 
have finished with you, Megan Talley, that 
wedding aisle walk is going to be a 
certainty.” 

Megan sighed, sincerely wishing she had 
refused Alfie’s offer. 

“We're sharing a picnic, Grandma Mary. 
Not getting married.” 

“Picnics often lead to the aisle. We'll need 
to think about what to feed him to show 
off your cooking skills. You're a good cook 
and a man appreciates such a thing in a 
woman.” 

_ “Maybe | was hasty accepting his 
invitation.” 

“Too late to change your mind. This is our 
chance to show Alfie Rorke exactly how 
appealing a woman you truly are.” 

“But | don’t think that’s what he’s 
interested in.” 
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Grandma Mary grinned, a determined 
twinkle in her old eyes. 
“Then we need to change his thinking 
until he is.” 


Mysterious Letter 


ALFIE stepped into the kitchen, relieved to 
find Nadia alone. Everyone else had retired 
to the parlour after supper and this would 
be his only chance to talk to his stepmother. 
in private. 
“Can | help you, Alfie?” 

He once again understood why his long- 
time widower father sought matrimony to 
‘the woman after so long alone. The woman 

cared for and nurtured everyone in the 
family and even some people who were just 
friends. 
“| was wondering... ” he started, not 
“sure how to say the words. — 
_ Nadia folded the cloth in her hands and 
placed it on the table. 
— "Yes?" 
ae 
: “Just say it,” she coaxed with an 
“encouraging smile. 
He nodded and blurted out what was on 


‘Ais mind. 
# 
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“| was hoping you might help me with 
choosing what to wear on Sunday.” 

“Sunday?” 

“To the church picnic. Normally, | would 
wear my jeans and a clean shirt, but | 
thought | might try and dress up a little 
more this week.” Warmth rode under his 
shirt collar as his stepmother stared at him. 

“Is there a reason you want to dress up 
this particular time?” she finally asked. 

“No,” he denied, not surprised by the 
question. He couldn't blame the woman for 
being curious over his quest to spruce up a 
little. Normally he didn’t care how he 
looked, but this Sunday he didn't want to 
embarrass Megan by not making the effort. 

She clasped her hands together. 

“Well, | noticed your best shirt was rather 
worn in places last time | washed it.” 

He nodded. 

ise. 

“I'd happily sew you another.” 

He frowned at her offer. 

“| don't want to give you more work. You 
already have enough chores caring after 
everyone.” 

She shook her head. 

“| like sewing new clothes, and besides | 
don’t often do it for you, seeing as you 
never want me to.” 

“Don’t see the point of having a closet full 
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of shirts when you wear one at a time.” 

“It's nice to have a new one occasionally, 
though,” she said with a smile. 

“| guess,” he agreed. He pointed towards 
the jars of jellies sitting on a shelf across the 
room. “| hope you can make use of Miss 
_ Talley’s preserves.” 

Nadia laughed. 

“At first | did wonder if it might take us a 
few months to eat through all those jars, 
but have you tasted them? Delicious. I'll be 
surprised if they‘re not all used by the end 
of the month. 

“It was a nice thing you did. It must be 
hard for Miss Talley with the way some 
_ folks treat her. | remember that feeling 
myself. It’s not one a person forgets easily.” 

“Miss Talley would no more cause ill to 
someone than Grandma Mary would take 
advice from the town doctor.” 

Nadia chuckled. 

“You like her, don’t you? Miss Talley, that 
He shrugged. | 

“I'm helping her out. Nothing more.” 

_ “That's good. Everyone needs a friend and 
I'm sure Miss Talley appreciates your help.” 
Alfie wasn’t certain the woman saw him 
urchasing her wares in the same way, but 
he didn’t admit it. He thanked Nadia once 

~ more and moved to the door. 


aS 
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“Miss Talley will be joining us for the 
picnic on Sunday. | hope that’s all right?” 

Nadia nodded. 

“Of course, Alfie. | look forward to getting 
to know her better.” 

The opening of the back door stopped 
Alfie from replying, though he could see 
curiosity in Nadia’s gaze. 

“Just the person,” Zach declared as he 
walked in and closed the door. He waved a 
letter in the air. “| dropped into the store 
yesterday and Button gave me this for you. 
Who’s writing to you, brother?” 

Alfie snatched the letter from his brother's 
fingers and tucked it into his trouser pocket. 
“Not your name written on the envelope, 
so not your concern.” He turned back to his 
stepmother. “Thank you, Nadia for your 

offer.” 

“Hey, where are you going?” Zach called 
to him. 

“To bed,” Alfie walked out of the kitchen 
and up the staircase to his room, the letter 
in his pocket burning like hot coals. He’d 
recognised the handwriting with one quick 
glance and trepidation filled his gut. Why 
was Tayler Raymond writing to him after all 
this time? What could the woman possibly 
want with him now? 


KKK*K 
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Alfie tugged off his dirty work shirt and 
tossed it down on to the bed. The morning 
chores before church were done, and by 
the sounds travelling through the open 
window, everyone was outside getting 
ready to leave. 

After a quick wash at the bowl in the 


corner of his bedroom, he tugged on the 


shirt Nadia had left for him. Crisp, white 


~ and new, his fingers stroked along the 


edges, skipping through the buttons as he 
fastened them. 

Church and a picnic wasn’t anything new. 
The fact that Miss Talley was joining him 


_ had nothing to do with the strange rumpus 


tossing around in his stomach. He tugged at 


_ the stiff collar against his neck. 


Changing his trousers for a better, cleaner 


_ pair, he slipped on his best boots, shiny and 


mud free after the polish and buffing he'd 


- given them the previous night. 


His gaze drifted to the bedside table and 


_ the letter laid on it. Sent by someone he'd 


_ hoped never to hear from again. 


A loud knock on the door startled him 


from his troubled thoughts. 


“Yeah?” 

“We're ‘poohnie his youngest brother, Ed, 
Sind “Get shifting or you'll be left 

ehind 
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Alfie frowned and glanced at the letter 
once more. 

“I’m coming.” 

He stood from the bed and strolled over 
to the door. Yanking it open, he wasn’t 
surprised to find his brother still loitering in 
the hall. The boy lived to annoy and put 
vast effort into doing so. 

“Well, take a gander at you,” Ed whistled. 
“| do declare you brush clean to almost 
decent. Do you have some news to tell us, 
big brother?” 

Alfie shoved Ed out of the way and 
walked along the landing to the staircase. 

“Nope.” 

“A man of few words,” Ed teased, 
following Alfie down the stairs and out on 
to the porch. Their brother Tynan came up 
behind them, his attention on the gun 
strapped to his side. 

- Ed elbowed him in the side to get his 
attention. 

“Take a look at Alfie.” 

Tynan frowned as he glanced up, then 
grinned. 

“Is there a reason you're dressed up?” 

“I think Alfie looks very handsome,” his 
sister-in-law, Louisa, remarkeded on her 
way to one of the two wagons waiting to 
carry them to church. A picnic basket rested | 
on her arm. 
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“I'd best get you to a doctor if you think 

0,” his brother Zach complained, glaring in 
Alfie's direction. The man was so jealous 
over his wife’s affections normally it was 
amusing to watch. 

“Are we going to town or are you all 
going to gossip all day?” Diggory asked, 
walking through the door. He halted in 
front of Alfie and slowly looked him over. 
His normal frown deepening. “Is there a 
reason for you wearing a new shirt?” 

Alfie stiffened at the question, aware 
everyone on the porch was listening despite 
pretending not to. 

“No, sir. 

Hettie, another sister-in-law, stormed up 
the porch steps, her little sister, Aimee, in 
tow. She stopped and stared at him, before 


_ fanning her cheeks. 


“Once the single women get a glimpse at 


: you, Alfie, you'll be a very popular man 
today.” 


| 


b 
- with at the picnic. 


He bristled, wishing his family would keep 


_ their comments to themselves. 


“Don’t want any silly women bothering 
me. Besides, | already have someone to sit 


“You do?” his whole family chorused in 


" joint disbelief. 


“Who?” Zach asked. 
Ed stepped closer to Alfie’s side. 
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“Do | know her?” 

“No. None of you do.” 

“Is she real?” Ed asked. “Because we've 
met everyone around here.” 

“Is it the lady who called to see you the 
other day?” Hettie quizzed. 

“Not the mad woods woman?” Ed 
frowned. “You can’t mean her?” 

Alfie closed the distance between him and — 
his baby brother. 

“Call her that again and you'll be walking 
to town. Megan Talley is not strange, odd 
or crazy. I'll not hear anyone else call her so. 
Understand?” Alfie stepped back, ignoring 
the curious stares from his family. Turning 
to the wagons, he headed towards the 
nearest one. “Are we going to church, or 
not?” 

“Rorke clan, let's get moving,” his father 
called out. 

Alfie ignored the people around him as he 
jumped on to the wagon and found a place 
to sit. He wasn’t interested in conversation, 
he just wanted to get to town and find 
Megan. 

First though, he had to go to the train 
Station and put someone straight about the 
past, and more importantly where he 
intended to take his future. 
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Alone And Afraid 


SHE should have worn her overalls. Why did 
she listen to Grandma Mary and Mrs 
Button? What did they know anyway? Lots 
apparently, seeing as they repeatedly told 
Megan so every time she questioned their 
choice of outfit. 

Slipping down on to the last pew at the 
back of the church, she pulled at her left 
sleeve for the umpteenth time. She hadn’t 
worn a dress since she was fifteen years old, 
and that one had fitted badly on account it 
once belonged to an actress who worked 


» alongside her mother. 


Driving the cart dressed in a large blue 
Skirt edged with a deep cream ruffle of lace 
was no easy task either. She caught her 
heel on the back of the dress several times 


‘ and after hearing an ominous tearing sound 


| 
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when she yanked it out from under her 

_ shoe, she suspected there was now a tear in 
the fancy hem the two old women had 
cooed and aahed over. 

Why women endured wearing so many 
evere bewildered Megan. Not content with 
simply making her wear the dress, her two 
_ friends fussed like pushy mothers ‘and 


_ insisted Megan wear undergarments and 


118 
petticoats, too. 

The high collar annoyed her throat and 
her new shoes pinched every single one of 
her toes. When she complained, Mrs Button 
told her that the dress was the height of 
fashion and suffering was all part of a 
womans life. 

Well, Megan didn’t want to suffer, but the 
storekeeper’s excitement and Grandma 
Mary's purchase of the dress, made It 
impossible to refuse to wear It. 

If the dress was uncomfortable, her hair 
was worse. She had so many pins stabbing 
her scalp as they struggled to hold the 
complicated style Mrs Button weaved and 
curled her shiny locks into, it was a miracle 
her head didn’t drop off like a heavy 
cannon ball from the weight of metal. 

Though sitting in the church took the top 
place for uncomfortable. Despite slipping 
inside after everyone had entered the 
building, people still turned to glance her 
way. A person could warmed their freezing 
hands on the heat coming from her cheeks. 

More worryingly, there was no sign of the 
Buttons, Grandma Mary or Alfie Rorke. His 
family filled several rows at the front of the 
church, but he wasn’t amongst them. She 
had checked twice. 

She glanced in the direction of the 
opposite side of the church where her 
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family sat. The only people inside the 
— church who didn’t glance her way with 
curiosity. No, they glared at her with anger, 
not one of them happy over her presence. 
Every part of Megan wanted to get up and 
leave, but she couldn't until she spoke with 
Alfie. It would break Grandma Mary’s and 
Mrs Button’s heart if she slinked away just 
because people stared at her. 
She just hoped Alfie would arrive soon. If 
her cheeks burned any more, she may well 
catch fire before the end of service. 


aude ie 


Alfie glanced at his pocket watch and let 
out a long sigh. How much longer before 
the train arrived? The timetable stated it 
was already ten minutes late. Seemed all he 
did lately was wait on this platform for 

_ things he didn’t want. 

“Not at church?” The stationmaster 

strolled over, hands in his trouser pockets, 
_ curiosity all over his ruddy features. 

Alfie bit back a curt reply. Wasn't Clive’s 

_ fault he didn’t want to be there. Maybe 
_ Megan’s nice ways were rubbing off on 
him. A few weeks ago, he wouldn't have 
_ cared whether he upset the man. 
_ “On my way there as soon as the train 


” 
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“Should be any minute.” 

“Good.” 

The man still hovered, pushing up on his 
toes In a nervous movement. 

3 “Something important you're waiting 
or?" 

Alfie narrowed his eyes at the man’s 
nosiness. His earlier tolerance slowly 
disappearing. 

“Haven't you got work to do?” 

The stationmaster nodded and wandered 
off towards one of his workers busy 
sweeping the platform. 

Alfie returned his attention to the 
landscape, his gaze searching for the grey 
smoke that would indicate the train was 
close, but nothing but blue sky showed. 

Why did Tayler Raymond believe she coulc 
write to him after the way she behaved two 
years ago? Hadn't they said all they needed 
to that winter when she headed east to see 
her dying grandmother. He certainly had 
nothing to say to the woman now. 

He had acted a fool over Tayler and 
learned hard not to listen to a word the 
woman uttered. Tayler liked to play cate 
and cause trouble. While making Alfie think 
they had a chance for a future, she was alsc 
chasing after his brother, Zach. 

That was until Louisa arrived in town and 
declared Zach had already promised to 
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marry her. 

Before his brother knew it, he was 
married, set up home and was now father 
to three daughters. 

Once Tayler realised Zach was lost to her, 
she’d come running back, but Alfie had — 
seen the truth in her lies. She only wanted 
him because his better-looking, more 
outgoing brother was tethered to another. 

The night Tayler left town, Alfie told her 
never to think of him again. Whatever they 
had was over and he wanted no more to do 
with her or the fickle emotion called love. 

Besides, this afternoon he was spending 
with Megan. A woman as true as a 
dawning sun, who possessed nothing but 
purity and charm. — 

He smiled at the memory of her standing 

in front of him, cheeks the colour of berries, 
telling him how she didn't need his help. 

The way she'd stalked off when he 

refused to take back his money amused 

him, and the gentle way she tended to his 
burn caused him to lie awake at night 
recalling her touch. 

“Are you all right, Alfie?” 

_ Alfie glared at the stationmaster who had 
Walked close again without him noticing. 

“Why?” he barked. 

“Well, you're wearing a strange 

expression. Anyone might think you were 


we 
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smiling, but you don’t...” his words 
trailed off. “I'll just go and check the 
office.” 

Alfie shook his head and grinned as the 
man scurried away once more. Smiling? Of 
course, he wasn’t smiling. He was Alfie 
Rorke, the grouchiest man in Wishbone 
Creek, who just happened to have a date 
with the prettiest woman for miles. 
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Alfie still hadn't appeared by the end of 
service. Megan stayed seated while 
everyone shuffled from their pews and 
slowly made their way outside. She forced 
her gaze to stay fixed on the wooden cross 
at the front of the church, and pretended 
not to see all the curious glances as people 
meandered by. 

It was only when Nadia Rorke stopped at 
the end of the pew, waving the rest of her 
family away, that Megan found the courage 
to move. 

“Miss Talley,” she greeted her. “How 
lovely you look.” 

Megan stood and shuffled along the pew 
to the older woman. 

“Oh, thank you. Grandma Mary treated 
me to the dress.” 

Nadia smiled. 
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“It's lovely on you and your hairstyle is 
becoming.” 

Blushing from the unexpected 
compliments, Megan waited until the last of 
the congregation headed through the open 
door before she asked Nadia the all- 
important question. 

“| was wondering if Mr Rorke, | mean, 
Alfie, was with you,” she asked. “Only | 
can't see him.” 

Nadia frowned. 

“Well, yes he is in town, but he walked off 
as soon as we reached the church.” 

“Do you know where he went?” Megan 
asked, worried by the man’s non- 
appearance. They had arranged to meet 
here at the church, but so far she was the 
only one who'd kept to their agreement. 

Nadia shook her head. 

“Sorry, no. But I’m sure he will be here 
soon. | know he is looking forward to the 
picnic.” 

“He is?” Megan asked hopefully. Perhaps 
Grandma Mary had a point about Alfie’s 
interest in her. 

“Between you and me, he is wearing a 
new shirt today. Alfie is not a man who 
usually cares much about his appearance, 
but today he wanted to impress you.” 
_Megan’s heart skipped and she smiled 
shyly. Alfie wanted to impress her? Why, a 
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man as fine as he, didn’t need to impress 
anyone. He was already just perfect. 

“The Buttons and Grandma Mary are 
absent, too,” Megan said. 

“| heard the Buttons are dealing with a 
large freight delivery that arrived 
unexpectedly early this morning. And 
Grandma Mary was called to Widow Uglow 
whose rheumatoid arthritis is playing up. 
I'm sure they'll all be here before the picnic 
begins. 

“Why don’t you wait with my family and 
me? We would love to get to know you. I’m 
sure you will have lots in common with my 
daughters-in-law.” 

“| wouldn’t want to get in the way, ” 
Megan stammered, frightened at the idea 
of spending time alone with the Rorke 
family. What if they all asked her questions 
or made fun of her blushing? People had in 
the past, would they be any different? 

“You're more than welcome to stand with 
us,” Nadia insisted. 

Megan shook her head and nodded to the 
front of the church. 

“| think I'll stay here and talk to God a 
while longer. | don't often come to the 
service so it will be nice to get a few extra 
prayers in while | am here.” 

Nadia said goodbye and walked out of the 
church. Megan didn’t wait another second, 
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before scurrying along the pew to the 
opposite end. She hurried to the door at the 
back of the building and slipped outside 
into the churchyard. 

The graves of past Wishbone Creek 
residents speckled the land on this side of 
the building. 

Rather than stay here waiting for Alfie to 

arrive, she decided to search for him. Doing 
something was better than sitting in the 
church waiting, or standing outside with 

_ strangers all looking her way. 

_ She scratched the area on her head where 
a pin irritated her scalp worse than the 

_ others, her fingers eager to pull it from the 

_ hair for good. 

_ “What are you doing here?” 

_ Megan’‘s footsteps faltered at the 

unexpected question. Her cousin Adele 

' Stood on the path in front of her. Megan 

| considered going back inside the church, 

but when she turned, she saw Adele’s two 

brothers, Richard and Montgomery, 

' standing behind, blocking her chance of 

escape. 

“Leave me alone,” she stammered, fear 
aching a hole in her chest as the memories 
of the daily beatings she had suffered for 

‘almost a year at the hands of Adele and her 

, brothers returned. : 

| “l asked you a question, cousin.” Adele 


¥ 
+ 
> 


126 
grabbed Megan’s shoulder and spun her 
around to face her. 

Megan took a step back, but found herself 
trapped when her male cousins moved 
closer. All a few years older than Megan, 
they crowded in on her. 

Her cousin, Richard, seized Megan’s right 
arm and tugged it behind her back. 

“Answer my sister, or I'll twist your arm 
and break it like | used to.” 

“Don't!” Megan twisted hoping to loosen 
his hold, but Richard's fingers tightened. 
She knew if she didn’t get away, the pain 
he inflicted would increase. 

tet'mei gong 

“Let go,” Adele mimicked. “Listen to how 
she talks just like her country idiot father. 
Not that she would know, seeing as he 
abandoned her because she’s nothing but 
an ugly embarrassment to him. Just like her 
mother was.” 

“That's a lie.” 

“It's the truth, cousin,” she said, touching 
the black brooch pinned to her dress. “Your 
daddy left because you are so ugly and 
Stupid he couldn't stand for people to know 
you were his daughter. Poor Megan. Poor 
stammering, blushing Megan, who doesn’t 
have a friend in the world.” 

“| heard Ed say his brother Alfie is 
supposed to be partnering Megan at the 
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icnic,” Montgomery, her other cousin 
aughed. 

Adele laughed too. 

“Well, he obviously saw sense and has 
decided not to come. Oh, dear cousin, 
stood up and humiliated in front of the 
town by the crankiest Rorke. How utterly 
embarrassing.” 

They all laughed, their words piercing 
Megan's heart, doubt seeping beneath her 

_ fear. Had Alfie done what they said? Had 
he abandoned her in front of everyone? Did 
he regret asking her to the picnic? 

“Perhaps | should offer to sit with Alfie?” 
Adele mused. “Mother would love to see 
me married to a Rorke, and I’m sure he 
would prefer to spend time with a real 

“woman, not some dirty, scruffy individual 
like you, cousin. Why you don’t even own a 
decent dress, let alone a brooch from 
Paris.” 

_ With strength Megan didn’t know she 

“possessed, she jerked out of Richard's hold 

“and shoved her way free from her cousins‘ 

_ intimidating circle. 

_ Without stopping, she ran for town, 
determined to get away from their 
Booisonous jibes She would search until she ~ 
‘tound Alfie Rorke and then she would 

_ demand to know the real reason why he 

| pad stood her up. 
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Unforeseen Circumstances... 


TAYLER hadn't changed a bit. Tall, red- 
haired and still beautiful, on the outside 
anyway. But beneath the attractive 
wrappings that God had blessed her with, 
Tayler Raymond's heart was black and 
conniving. She didn't care whom she hurt 
when she planned and manipulated to get 
her own way. 

“You came.” Tayler stepped down from 
the train with a bright smile and a smug 
glimmer in her eye, as though she had 
expected him to do as she wanted, and not 
for a second had contemplated he might 
choose otherwise. 

Alfie shook his head, conscious of the time 
moving on. He'd be fortunate to hear the 
end of the service. 

“The only reason I’m here is to tell you not 
to write to me any more.” 

Tayler’s footsteps faltered, a sign his 
words surprised her. Alfie liked that he'd 
done that. Tayler had always believed she 
only had to demand something for it to 
become hers. It was time she learned 
differently. 

soe t need to, now! am home,” she 
said. 
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“I'd prefer you to forget our past 
association, and ignore me whenever you 
see me in the future.” 
She stopped in front of him, a faint crease 


dipping between her eyebrows. 


“You can’t mean it, Alfie. Why are you 


being so cruel? I'm home because | miss 


youand... ” 

“Oh, | doubt you've given me much 
thought or consideration since you left,” he 
interrupted. “Probably the real reason 
you're home is because you ran out of 
money, or upset too many people where 
you were staying. Or did your grandmother 
see through your games?” 

Tayler worked her lips into a pout. 

“| don’t recall you being so unkind, Alfie. | 
thought you cared for me.” 

“I'll not deny | had feelings for you the 


“same as any man would over an attractive 
woman. But whatever | once felt has died 


and turned to nothing. If you weren't 


standing here, I'd probably struggle to recall 


your features to mind.” | 
She reached out and placed her palm 


against his chest. 
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“Please, don’t say such a thing.” 


“It's the truth. You played me for far too 


‘long and | can’t say I've missed you.’ 
“I'm back for good now. My » el 
has recovered. Why don’t we see . 
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He pushed her hand away and stepped 
back. 

“| wish you well in life, Tayler, but I'm not 
interested in anything to do with you. Move 
on to some other fool and play him against 
his brother.” 

“You're still angry,” she said. 

He shook his head. 

“No, | don’t feel anything either way.” 

"WWon' t you give me a chance to make up 
for leaving, or for what occurred before | 
left? | never really cared for Zach. | just 
wanted to make you jealous.” 

“None of that matters any more. My 
brother and his wife are happy. Leave them 
to their lives and get on with yours.” 

He turned away, satisfied he had said 
what he needed to. Last thing he wanted 
was for Tayler to stir up trouble for his 
brother again. 

“Alfie?” 

With a sigh, he turned to face her, 
wanting the exchange to be over with so he 
could get to the church. If the preacher 
waffled on the way he usually did, there 
ya a chance he could slip in before the 
en 

Tayler rushed towards him and threw 
herself into his arms. 

“Please change your mind. We're so good 
together.” 
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Shocked, Alfie shoved her away. — 

“A decent woman doesn’t throw herself 
aie she’s no longer wanted. Get some 

ride.” 

Tayler stumbled backwards, an angry flush 
to her cheeks. 

“| hate you!” 

Not impressed by her dramatic behaviour, 


_ he shrugged. 


“Good.” 

Tayler glared at him for a second, before 
she stormed away. Alfie closed his eyes, 
relieved the conversation was over. What 


_ had he been thinking, getting involved with 
a heartless female like Tayler Raymond? All 
_ he could do was blame loneliness on his 


| 
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lack of wisdom. 
When he opened his eyes again, his gaze 


settled on three young children sitting on 
| one battered old suitcase further down the 


platform. The eldest girl looked no more 
than five years old. No-one else waited on 
' the platform with them. 

Curious and concerned, Alfie strolled 
" towards them. As he neared, he spotted a 
large brown paper tag tied to the eldest 
‘child’s coat. Crouching, he smiled at the 
youngsters and read the fancy swirling 
writing 


lz "Care of Mr Cole Rorke, Double R ranch. 
_ Please send on to the aforementioned 
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gentleman, for they are his charges. Thank 

Ou.” 

Alfie read the note through five times 
before he held out his hand to the little girl. 

“Hello, young miss. Seems I’m your 
uncle. 

The little girl blinked back at him and then 
smiled. She took hold of his hand with her 
small one and gave it a shake. 

“What's your name, darlin’ ?” 

“Clarissa. This is my sister, Queenie, and 
my baby brother Donovan.” 

“How old are you all?” 

“I'm five,” Clarissa told him. “Queenie is 
three and Donovan is eight months. The 
lady who put us on the train, told us to stay 
here once we arrived and our papa would 
come fetch us. Do you know our pa?” 

“I've a feeling he’s my brother.” 

Alfie bent and scooped up the baby boy, 
settling him on his hip the way he did with 
all the other children in the family. 

The way this day was going it would be a 
miracle if he got to enjoy the picnic. 

His conscience pricked at the thought of 
Megan waiting for him. He just prayed she 
didn’ t get fed up and leave for home. 

“Let's go find your pa. Seems he has some 
explaining to do.” 


eee 
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Shattered Hopes 


MEGAN stood at the end of the railway 
platform, her hopes crumbling and 
tragmenting at the sight of the embracing 
couple ahead of her. Her secret fantasies 
that Alfie might see beyond her worn 
clothes and blushes, vanished like a spent 
breath. 

The cold truth was Alfie Rorke only 
wanted to purchase her wares, and any act 
of kindness he had shown were down to his 
decent nature. Nothing else. His affection 
and heart already belonged to another. 

_ But why had he asked her to the picnic If 

_ he cared for this woman? It made no sense, 
' but nothing in Megan’s life ever really had. 
Her parents had dragged her from town to 
town following her mother’s unrealistic 

_ dreams of fame. A fame never intended for 
_ her because her talent wasn ‘t good 

~ enough. 

_ Her Meher had fuelled his wife’s hopes, 
father than face his own failings. Megan's 
childhood had been neither happy nor 
‘secure. When she contacted her uncle and 
he offered her a home in Wishbone Creek, 
she had desperately hoped to find a happy 
ee to settle. A place to finally belong. 
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Instead, her relations had treated her as a 
problem they wanted removed from their 
lives, and subjected her to a succession of 
bullying and abuse over several months. 

She turned and slowly walked away from 
the couple on the platform, grateful neither 
Grandma Mary nor Mrs Button had 
witnessed the shattering of her secret deep 
longings. 

Crossing the street, the pain in her heart 
vast and raw, a shout from somewhere 
close by carried in the air, but she ignored 
it. Nothing mattered except getting back 
home where she could hide away. 

Several other voices called out, but she 
didn’t acknowledge them. The next second, 
a large horse hurtled into her body, 
knocking her to the ground. The last thing 
she saw before she passed out was the 
sight of two hooves raised dangerously 
above her head. 


TK Rar 


Megan heard voices around her as she 
slowly opened her eyes and found herself in 
a strange room. Her head and back hurt 
and she lay on an uncomfortable bench. 

“What's going on?” She groaned, 
touching the pain at her temple. 

“You're fine, child. I'm here,” Grandma 
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Mary gently squeezed Megan’s hand. Her 
kind face was etched with concern as she 
peered down at her. 

_ “What happened?” Megan asked. One 
moment she was walking away from the 
sight of Alfie and that woman, the next she 
woke up here surrounded by Grandma 
Mary, Mrs Button and was that the town 
doctor staring down at her, too? 

“Niles Brookman’s new horse broke free 
from the livery and rode straight into you. 
Doctor insisted on checking you over, 
though I've already told him you'll live.” 

The throbbing in her head grew worse. 

“Let me up.” 

She managed to raise her shoulders off 
the bench, before the doctor pushed her 
down again. Megan glared at him, pleased 

_ when he finally removed his hand from the 

centre of her chest. 

“| would prefer you to stay horizontal for 
a few minutes longer, miss. | haven't 

_ checked you over for broken bones. That 
wild horse may have neglected to smash 
your head with his front hooves, but that 
doesn’t mean you didn’t harm yourself 

when you tumbled to the ground.” 

_ “Nothing's broken,” she assured him, only 

| to receive a disapproving glare. 

' “And how do you know?” he asked 

~haughtily. “Are you a doctor?” 
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She shook her head, irritated by his 
manner. 

“No, but nothing hurts bad enough for 
you to prod me.” 

The doctor's eyes narrowed and he turned 
on Grandma Mary. 

“You've brain washed this woman against 
me, haven't you?” 

“Done that yourself when she was fifteen 
years old and you misdiagnosed her broken 
arm.” Grandma Mary helped Megan into a 
sitting position, holding on until her head 
stopped spinning. 

“That was her?” The doctor peered at 
Megan once more. The way he examined 
her made her feel like a specimen he was 
trying to figure out. 

“Yes.” Grandma nodded, tilting Megan’‘s 
head to check her eyes. 

The doctor shook his head in disbelief. 

“But she was nothing but a scrawny 
thing.” 

“She was pretty then and she still is,” 
Grandma Mary defended her. “! ought to 
give you a taste of my temper.” 

“Charlatans,” the doctor accused. “You 
and her. You think | haven’t heard about all 
those medicines you been handing outto 
folks, instead of letting them come to a real 
doctor.” 

“Hah!” Grandma Mary scoffed. “You're 
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nothing but a quack. | have more medical 
knowledge in my toenails than you have in 
that so-called fancy book learned brain of 
yours. 

“You charge people a fortune for a bottle 
of nothing but poison. If anyone’s doing 
harm, it’s you and those suspect lotions and 
tonics you give out.” 

“| practise solid respectable medicine,” the 
doctor averred, raising to his full height. 

“I've seen the damage your medicine can 
do and I've had to treat it,” Grandma 
snapped back. 

“When you two have stopped arguing, 
perhaps someone might like to recall the 
patient you're quarrelling over.” Mrs Button 
pushed Grandma Mary to one side and 
touched Megan’s cheek with a cool hand. 

- “How are you feeling, dear?” 

“My head hurts,” Megan admitted. Like 
her heart and soul. 

_ “Mine too, but | think it has more to do 

_ with these two squabbling than any other 

_ reason. Be glad you slept through most of 

their arguing. They haven't stopped since 

_ we carried you in here.” 

_. Megan chuckled, but the sharp pain in her 

| head robbed her of her humour. Tears 

| stung her eyes, and she blinked to keep 

_ them away. 

_ Aknock at the door interrupted them, and 
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raised voices sounded beyond. 

“| expect that’s Alfie again,” Mrs Button 
sighed. “He is not happy the doctor banned 
him from staying in the room while you 
were checked over.” 

Megan glanced at the closed door, her 
aching heart thumping almost as much as 
her head. 

“| don’t want to see him.” 

Mrs Button frowned. 

“No?” 

Megan shook her head and winced. The 
tears finally made their way past her lashes 
despite her efforts to stop them. This time 
the pain in her head didn’t cause them, no 
these tears were all down to her broken 
hopes and wishes. 

“| want to go home. Please let me go 
home.” 

Mrs Button gathered Megan in her arms 
and held her as she cried. Her two dearest 
friends huddled around, wrapping Megan 
in their caring arms as though they knew 
her distress came from more than a bruise 
on the bottom and a bump on the head. 


Ke ee Kak 


“| want to see her.” 
The doctor's wife stood in front of the 
door that led to the examination room and — 
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refused to move. 

“I'm sorry but Doctor says you are to wait 
here until he has finished his initial 
inspection of the patient.” 

“Her name is Megan. Megan Talley. Miss 
Talley to you.” 

He didn’t wait for the woman’s reply, 
instead turning to his family who filled the 
room. 

“Why wasn’t Megan with you at the 
church?” 

“Don't you go blaming us because you 
didn’t bother to turn up,” Ed said. “Last | 
saw, the woman was running through the 
churchyard.” 

“Why was she running?” Alfie demanded. 

Ed shrugged and shook his head. 

“| don’t know, but Adele Jones and her 


_ brothers were close by.” 


“| spoke to Miss Talley inside the church,” 


Nadia admitted. “| asked her to join us 
_ outside but she said she wanted to stay and 


pray. | kept an eye on the door but | never 
— saw her leave.” 


Diggory patted his wife’s hand. 
“Son, | hate to ask, being you're 


_ concerned over the young woman’s 

| welfare, but who are those children holding: 
_ on to you as if you’re the last tree they have 
_ to climb?” 

_ Alfie glanced down at the two girls 


Ro 
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wrapped around each of his legs and the 
baby clung to his side like a trio of baby 
bears. He’d forgotten about them, since 
he’d witnessed Brookman’s horse gallop 
into Megan. 

Too far away to help to prevent the 
collision, he watched in horror as the 
gelding careered into her body, throwing 
her sideways, his hooves stamping the dirt 
only inches from her head. 

All he’d cared about was getting to 
Megan, but the doctor and the Buttons had 
reached her first, and before he could stop 
them, they'd carried her away. 

Angry, frustrated and scared over the 
health and condition of the woman lying in 
the next room, he gave into the only thing 
that would relieve some of his strain. 

Walking over to Cole, Alfie raised his fist 
and punched his brother in the mouth. 

“What the heck is that for?” Cole yelled, 
flat out on the floor of the doctor’s waiting 
room. Blood gushed from his lips, trickling 
down his chin and across his left cheek. 

Alfie pulled the tag he’d unpinned from 
Clarissa’s coat, from his trouser pocket and 
threw it at his brother. 

“That's why.” 

Still stretched out, Cole picked up the tag - 
from where it had fallen on his chest and 
read it. Eyes wide, he glanced at each of the 
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children, then at Alfie. 

“| have absolutely no idea who these 

children are. | swear it. | ain't a daddy and 

they ain’t mine.” 

Diggory walked over to Cole and snatched 
the tag trom his fingers. After a moment, 
he raised his eyes to the ceiling. 

“Can’‘t one of you boys find a local 
woman to court and settle down with?” 

“| have,” Alfie growled, pointing to the 
other room. “But she’s in there and no-one 
will let me see her.” 

“You'll be waiting even longer,” 
Josephine Button said as she walked out of 
the room and closed the door shut with a 
firm click. 

Still encumbered with clinging toddlers, 
Alfie walked over to her. 

“How's Megan?” 

“Interesting appendages you have there, 
Alfie,” Mrs Button mused. 

“They belong to Cole,” he explained. 

“They do not!” his brother denied. 

Alfie moved closer to the storekeeper. 

“How badly is Megan hurt?” 

“She’s bruised and upset, but she'll be 
fine in a day or two.” 

Relief moved through him and the need to: 
_ see for himself increased. 

“| want to speak to her.” 
“That will be hard on two counts. One, 
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she don’t want to see you, and second, 
she’s already left.” 

“What?” he roared. “Why doesn’t she 
want to see me?” 

“Well she was crying too hard to. make 
much sense, but |’d say you've hurt her 
something bad.” 

“| haven't seen Megan since the other 
day.” 

“That very well might be the problem,” 
Cole sniggered from the floor. 

“Do you want him to hit you again?” Ed 
asked. 

“If he doesn’t, | will,” Diggory warned. 

Mrs Button ignored the others, her eyes 
kind as she gazed at Alfie. 

“She mentioned the train station, but not 
much else.” 

Alfie’s heart sank all the way down to his 
heels. Had Megan seen him at the train 
Station? Had she witnessed Tayler throw 
herself into his arms? Had she thought he 
reciprocated the woman’s feelings? 

“She looked so pretty in her dress, too,” 
Mrs Button sighed. 

“Megan's always pretty,” Alfie insisted. 

The old woman smiled and nodded. 

“Yes, Alfie, she is. | did wonder if you'd 
noticed.” 

“Of course | did,” he scoffed. “A blind 
man can see Megan’‘s the prettiest girl this 
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town’s ever known.” 

_ With another glance at the closed room 

and a heavy sigh, he walked over to Nadia. 
Detaching the baby from his side, he placed 
him in her lap. 

“Meet your new grandson, Donovan.” 

Next he placed Clarissa and Queenie on 
each side of his stepmother. 

“These are your granddaughters, too. 
Clarissa and Queenie.” 

He crouched down next to Clarissa. 

“| need you to stay with Nadia. She’s your 
grandmother and she'll take good care of 
all of you. All right?” 

The small girl nodded, but Alfie could see 
the fear in her young eyes. How many times 
had these children been scared while 
travelling here? How far had they come to 
find his brother? Those questions would 
require answers later. 

“| need to find my girl and then I'll come 
check on you all. You're sate now. We'll 
take care of you, | promise.’ 

Standing, he headed for the door, 
determined to find Megan, look after her 
and explain that what happened on the 

station platform wasn’t what it looked like. 
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Moment Of Truth 


| HAVE never dealt with such nonsense, and | 
| have dealt with a lot of crazy folks in my | 
time, but young lady, you are acting worse 
than all Bf eee Having me sneak you out 
of the doctor’s surgery like a couple of 
desperate robbers. Well, never | have 
carried on so.” 

Megan ignored Grandma Mary's ranting 
lecture and slipped down from the wagon. 
She didn’t need to hear any more after 
listening to it all the way from town. She 
doubted the old woman had taken a breath 
once. 

“| wanted to come home. Is that so 
wrong?” 

“Well, here you are,” Grandma Mary 
sneered. “What now?” 

She glanced towards the place Alfie called 
a shack, but to her it was the only home 
she had ever felt safe. 

“I'm going to feed the animals and then 
probably rest.” 

“Most sensible words you've said all 
afternoon. Don’t think you've fooled me 
with this ‘I want to get home’, either. What 
you want to do, Megan Talley, is avoid Alfie 
Rorke, though | have no idea why.” 
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Megan sighed, her shoulders drooping. 
_What would be the point in explaining? She 
didn’t want Grandma Mary or anyone else 
to know how highly she had gotten her 
hopes up. She just wanted to forget about 
Alfie Rorke, and go back to her quiet life 
before he entered it and stirred up a whole 
pot of feelings and wants. 
“I've nothing to say to Mr Rorke. Nor he 
to me.” 
“Do you have a problem with your ears?” 
Grandma Mary snapped. “Did you not hear 
the man yelling outside the doctor's room 
because he couldn't see you? Seemed he 
had plenty he wanted to say to you.” 
The memory stiffened her spine. Yes, she 
had heard him demanding entrance to the 
‘room. Had the woman at the train station 
~heard him, too? Had she sat nearby while 
he carried on shouting and fussing? What 
‘must she think of him? 
_ “| heard fine.” 
- “Then prepare yourself for the hollering 
that’s heading to your door when he 
‘discovers you have left town.” 
_ Megan folded her arms and lifted her 
chin. Would Alfie really come here 
searching for her? She doubted it. He 
would be too busy snuggling with that 
| fancy woman. 
| _ “He won't come and | won't talk to him if 
le 
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he does.” 

“| doubt he'll give you a chance to refuse. 
What happened in town that you won't 
give him a minute of your time?” 

Megan raised her chin higher. 

“Nothing.” 

“Did those cousins of yours say something 
to upset you?” 

She didn’t want to consider what 
happened outside the church or at the train 
station. She didn’t want to remember 
anything that had occurred in town that 
day, she just wanted to forget it all. 

“They said plenty. They always do.” 

Grandma Mary shook her head and stared 
down at her. 

“| don’t understand you, child. The man is 
ripe for catching and marrying, and you 
ye to get as ornery as a bad-tempered 

ull.” 

Megan shrugged, refusing to argue any 
further. 

“I'm tired. I'll see you soon.” 

“Fine! You want to sulk and carry on like 
a scolded baby, I'll go. But don’t come 
visiting until you see sense. I’m going home 
to mix you one of my potions.” 

Megan turned and walked away. 

“| don’t need a potion.” : 
“You need something to get some sense 
in you. It’s a potion or a swift kick to your 
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stubborn behind.” 

Megan listened to the woman drive the 
wagon away. Only when she stepped inside 
her home, did she let the starch in her spine 
collapse and leave. Her body ached, her 
head throbbed and she was plain heartsick 
with life. 

Shutting the door, she leaned against it, 
the events of the past few hours washing 
over her in one large heavy wave. Sliding 
down the wooden surface, she winced 
yee her bottom hit the floor with a hard 


Covering her face with her hands, she 
sobbed silently into her palms. When was 


_ she going to learn someone like her would 
_ never enjoy friendship or more with a man 


_ like Alfie? That man would only want 
- someone worthy and beautiful. A woman 


Se Pe ss 


he could be proud of loving. Someone 


sophisticated and groomed. 
Her hands dropped to her lap and her 
fingers rested on her dress. Thank 


- goodness, he had not seen her in it. Trying 


- to dress like a normal woman; be someone 


_ she wasn’t and never would be. 


She scrambled to her feet and ripped the 


_ dress off, throwing it across the room, 


~ unconcerned when it landed on top of one 


_ of the cats sleeping on the end of her bed. 
_ She hated the dress. Hated it and herself 
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for indulging in stupid dreams. 

But mostly she hated Alfie Rorke for not 
being the man she desperately hoped he 
would be. Someone who saw beyond the 
rumours and tales. Someone who looked at 
her and cared about what she thought or 
wanted. Someone who saw the person she 
was deep inside her soul. 

She dragged on her normal clothes and 
then gathered the pile of newly finished 
shawls and mittens. Stuffing them into a 
satchel, she collected the last jars of cherry 
preserves. Enough to fill a small box. 

If she walked through the forest to town, 
she would avoid meeting anyone travelling 
on the road. It would take longer, but she 
wasn’t in any hurry. 

Once she reached town, she would go to 
the train station and purchase a ticket to 
the next main town, maybe one of the 
Stores there would buy her wares. 

And while there she would search for a 
new home, somewhere far away from 
Wishbone Creek and Mr Alfie Rorke. 
Somewhere she wouldn't have to face 
seeing him often, knowing he loved 
another. 
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Shock Homecoming 


ALFIE wasn’t a violent man, but one Megan 
Talley was trying his patience. Leaving the 
doctor’s without letting him see her was his 
main grievance, though he also had a 
handful of other complaints. 

How did Megan know if she was well 
enough to go travelling all over the 
countryside after the tumble she endured? 
She might have concussion or worse. Her 
irrational behaviour indicated she wasn’t 
thinking straight. 

The woman needed someone to look after 
her. Someone to make decisions about her 
_ health and well-being when she was unable 
to. Someone to pull her close and hold her 
after suffering through such a terrifying 
event. She needed him, but it appeared 
_ Megan didn’t realise that plain simple fact. 

_ Once he found her, she could fight and 
argue until her throat was sore and she lost 
her voice, but he was going to be making 
all the decisions from now on, and the first 
was she needed rest and pampering in a 
decent bed in a proper home. His home. 
The one place he could keep an eye on her. 

Then when she was wrapped up under 
_ Warm blankets with her head resting on a 
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soft pillow, he’d explain exactly what she 
had witnessed at the station, and make her 
understand that there was nothing to It. 
Then he and Megan could move on with 
their future. Together. 

“Brother, we have company.” Tynan 
nudged Alfie from his thoughts and nodded 
towards the old woman and boy climbing 
down from a familiar cart. 

After searching Megan’s home and | 
discovering her missing, he’d come home to — 
the ranch to gather supplies and his gun, 
before heading back to wait for her return. 
What he hadn't expected was for Grandma 
Mary and Lincoln to arrive. 

“Is she here?” Grandma asked, worry 
creasing her forehead. 

“Who?” Tynan asked. 

“Megan,” Grandma Mary replied. “She 
said in the note she was leaving, but I'd 
hoped you'd caught up with her.” 

“What do you mean leaving?” Alfie 
rumbled, his heartbeat kicking up a pace. 

“It's what the note said,” Lincoln 
answered. “That she was leaving town for a 
few days and would | feed and check on 
the animals. | found the note on the kitchen 
table when we came home from the picnic. | 

“Before we left town Mrs Button asked 
me to collect the cart and Patch and take 
them back to Megan’s. She never 
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mentioned Megan leaving town.” 

“Because she didn’t know what the girl 
planned,” Grandma replied, rubbing her 
_ hands together. “None of us did.” 

“Where would Megan go?” Alfie asked. 

Grandma Mary shook her head, looking 
every wrinkle of her age. 

“| was awtully short with her when | 
dropped her off home. It’s my fault she’s 
gone.” 

“No, it’s mine.” Alfie sighed, not wanting 
_ the old lady to blame herself when there 
was no need to. He had created the 
‘situation and he was the one who caused 
Megan to leave town. 

Not intentionally, but everything made 
him certain she must have seen him and 
Tayler together and drawn the wrong 

conclusion over the embrace. 

“He's right, Grandma,” Lincoln agreed, 
glaring at Alfie. “You've shouted at Megan 
plenty of times before and she’s never run 
away. = 
“But he pushes his nose in her life and she 
Starts acting all strange by wearing a dress 
and wanting to learn things she’s never 
shown any care for before. Everything was 
fine until he came sniffing around.” ; 

Alfie ignored the boy’s insults, 
understanding he was just as worried over 
_Megan’s disappearance as any of them. 
te 
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“| have not sniffed around Megan. | like 
her. A lot!” 

“Well, she don’t like you,” Lincoln said 
with a smirk. “So you need to leave her 
alone.” 

Alfie rested his hands on his hips and 
shook his head. 

“| can't do that,” he admitted, keeping his | 
gaze linked with the boy’s. | 

“Why not?” 

“Are you answering to a boy half your 
age, brother?” Tynan asked as he listened 
to the conversation. 

“Keep out of it,” Alfie said. “This boy is 
Megan’s friend and he has as much right as 
anyone to pull me up when | have let her 
down.” 

“Yes, | do,” Lincoln nodded, puffing out 
his chest. “She's the gentlest woman you 
can meet. Even my pa says so and for once 
he’s right. Megan is kind and deserves 
better than what life has given her.” 

“Yes, she does,” Alfie agreed. “And | 
intend to see she gets it.” 

“What are you going to do?” Grandma _ | 
Mary asked, concern mixing with her worry. | 

“Lincoln, you said the note stated Megan | 
would return home in a few days?” | 

Lincoln nodded. | 

Alfie drew in a deep breath, his thoughts | 
busy making decisions. i 
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“Then that gives me time to provide her 
with one.” 
“Sounds like you have a plan forming?” 
Tynan said. 
He nodded. 

“| do, but first | have to take care of 
something important. Lincoln, get in the 
cart. Grandma Mary, | need to borrow It. 
You stay here and have some of Nadia’s 
lemon cake. It’s one of her best. The whole 
family will be home soon.’ 

“Where are we going?” Lincoln 
demanded, not moving from the porch. 
Alfie strolled towards the pony and cart. 
“To see a banker about some land | want 
to buy.” 


Fee wakeauke 


Megan walked home, glad to be back in 
‘Wishbone Creek. For the two days spent 
“away, she had worried over her animals. 

pid Lincoln find her note? Had her animals 
“at least missed her company? Or were they 
"like everyone else in her life, happy to 
replace her with someone new in their 
affections? 

_ Fortunately, the trip to Wishbone River 
Was worth the train fare and time. The 
owner of the first store she offered her 
eo to bought all of them and put in 
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orders for more. 

Apparently, he was desperate to find 
someone who could knit and had happily 
supplied Megan with a bundle of wool at a 
discounted price on the condition she 
returned and offered him everything she 
made. 

With the money promised for the next 
items and what she had already saved, her 
total would give her enough to move to 
Wishbone River permanently. 

While there, she enquired about a small 
town house, and the landlord said he didn’t | 
mind if she kept cats and dogs, just as long | 
as she paid her rent and kept the place tidy. | 

Of course, Patch would go back to the 
Rorke ranch, so at least she didn’t need to 
find a new home with a barn and enough 
land to keep a pony. 

Maybe Grandma Mary and Lincoln would 
come visit occasionally. She hated leaving | 
them behind, but it made sense to move on | 
to another town. Perhaps there she would _ | 
find new friends and lose the stigma she 
continually suffered in Wishbone Creek. 

She turned off the road and walked | 
through the trees to her home. As she came), 
through to the small clearing, she stopped, | 
not believing what stood in front of her. 

Several feet from her home, stood the | 
wooden frame of what appeared tobea | 


155 
house. The smell of newly sawn wood hung 
in the air, mingling with the forest around 


~ her. Who would build on her land without 


permission? Had her uncle sold the land 
despite his promise to give her until the end 
of the month to raise the money? Had she 


lost her home before she had the chance to 


|" 


pack up and say goodbye? 

The sound of hammering echoed from 
inside the half-constructed building. She 
Stepped closer, taking in the structure. 

“Megan! You're home.” 

Her eyes shot to the young boy hanging 


- out of what she guessed was an unfinished 
upstairs window. 


“Lincoln, what's going on? Why is 


_ someone building a house here?" 


“| can answer those questions,” a voice 


‘said from behind her. 

_ She froze, recognising the deep tones that 
belonged to the man who teased and 

_ tormented her dreams every night. 

im But first, ei Talley, you need to 
answer some o 


your own. The main one 
being — where exactly have you been for 
the last two days?” 

Megan te over her shoulder and met 
Alfie’s furious gaze. 
“Mr Rorke?” 


) “Oh, we're past calling one another Mr 


a Miss, " Alfie said, walking towards her, 
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determination lining every inch of his face 
and posture. 

“We are?” she stammered, her heart 
thumping in a similar rhythm to the moving 
train she had recently ridden on. Sensing 
the man’s suppressed anger, she glanced 
towards her home. Could she make it inside 
and bar the door before he reached her? 

Alfie stopped less than a foot away. 

“Yes, Megan, we are.” 

“Well, | prefer not to answer your 
question until you answer mine.” 

“Megan!” Though he didn't raise his 
voice, the warning in it was clear. “This is 
not the time to get feisty with me. | want 
answers and | intend to have them. The first 
one being, where did you go?” 

She contemplated not telling him, but his 
expression showed he wasn’t in the mood 
to battle wits. 

“| went to Wishbone River.” 

He frowned. 

“Why?” 

“To sell my goods and you may as well 
know that | plan to move there. | have new 
orders from one of the stores.” 

She took a step towards her home. Not 
because the irritation on Alfie’s face 
increased, but because she was finished 
talking to him. He had no right to demand 
any answers from her. What Alfie Rorke 
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thought made no difference. 

“Put that idea out of your head, because 
you're not going anywhere,” Alfie ordered. 

Irritated by his attitude, she stepped 
towards him. All the hurt and 
disappointment from Sunday returned and 
flared her own temper. 

“You can’t stop me, Alfie Rorke!” 

“| can and | will if you even try to leave 
Wishbone Creek. | will follow you, track you 
down and carry you back home screaming 
and fretting if | need to.” 

“Why are you building a house near my 
home?” she demanded, ignoring his threat. 
How dare he think he had an opinion in 
what she did, when he was involved with 
another woman. The memory of the female 
at the station had her glaring at the half- 
built house. 

“I'm building a home, Megan,” Alfie said, 
inching closer. 

“Who tor?” she demanded. 

5 (0: ian 8 

She swallowed, trying to understand. 

“But | don’t want it!" 

“I'm still going to build it.” 

“And | am still leaving.” 

“Then I'd better set on changing your 
mind.” 

Confused, she shook her head, trying to 
_make sense of what was going on. 
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“You can’t build a house here. This land 
belongs to my uncle.” 

“Not any more,” he informed her. “| 
bought it from him. Together with all the 
neighbouring land your uncle showed the 
man from out of town.” 

She blinked as his words sank in. Alfie 
owned her land and he was building a 
home for her? What about the woman at 
the train station? Where did she fit into his 
plans? 

“When did you buy it?” she asked. 

“The day you ran away.” 

a clutched her satchel and tilted her 
chin. 

“| didn’t run away. | had business to see 
toe: 

“You were injured. You had no right to 
go gallivanting anywhere alone,” Alfie 
Stated. 

“What | do is my concern, Mr Rorke!” 

He stepped up to her and leaned down 
until their noses almost touched. 

“Not any more, Megan. From now on, | 
have an interest in everything you do.” 

Eyes wide, she broke away and ran for 
home, slamming the door on the man she 
didn’t dare wish for. 

Alfie Rorke had already hurt her once, she 
refused to allow him to break her heart 
again. 
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Impossible Yearnings 


THE sound of horses and voices filled the air 

| late that afternoon. Alfie finished nailing a 

roof joist and scrambled down the ladder to 

welcome his father and brothers. Between 

, them all, they would have the house built 

_ within a few days. 

“Is she back yet?” Diggory asked, 

| eae a length of wood from a pile. His 

_ eyes shifted from his son to the shack. 

Alfie nodded. 

“Yes.” 

“So where is she?” 

Alfie pointed a thumb towards Megan’s 

_ house. 

| “Inside there.” 

His brother Ed strolled over. 

“Is that the outhouse?” 

Alfie shook his head. 

“No, it's Megan's home.” - 

_ Diggory raised both his eyebrows and 
glanced at the building for a second time. 
GpULICS no more than a hut.” 

“| know,” Alfie said. “It’s why I’m building 
her 3) house. She’s going to have so much. 


spac 
: She’ | fill it with more cats if you don’t 
_ take care,” Cole interrupted as he passed 
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with several lengths of wood balanced on 
his shoulder. 

Alfie glared at his brother. 

“If it makes her happy, she can do what 
she wants.” 

Cole snorted. 

“Your re as crazy as she Is.’ 

“Do | need to punch you again?” Alfie 
growled, taking a step towards the other 
man. 

Cole backed away. 

“No. Once is enough for me. | just meant 
you and Miss Talley are well suited to one 
another.” 

“| agree,” Diggory said, though unlike 
Cole there was no teasing or malice in his 
tone. He regarded his son for a moment. 

“You like this woman a lot, don’t you?” 

Refusing to ignore what was in his heart, 
Alfie faced the truth of his feelings for 
Megan. The gentle woman had sneaked 
inside his heart and nursed the old wounds 
that once festered there. The healer had 
worked her medicine and cured him. She 
brought laughter and lightness to his days. 
She made him smile. 

“dos 

“Enough to do right by her?” his father 
questioned. 

He nodded. 

“lL plan to.” 
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“Does she really keep fifty cats?” 
He laughed and shook his head. 
“No. More seven or eight.” 
Diggory continued to scrutinise him. 
“You hate cats. Always have after that 
wild one scratched your mama before she 
took ill.” 
_ Alfie glanced over at the shack once 
again. 
“II put up with a whole farm of animals 
for her. They're her friends. Her company. 
_ Family, even. Something she’s missed out 
on over the years.” 
Diggory nodded and reached inside his 
| jacket pocket. He took out two letters and 
handed them to Alfie. 
_ Alfie read his name and the ranch address 
_on the front of each envelope. Without 
| Opening them, he guessed they were the 
' last replies from the advertisements he had 
| answered. 
“Where did you get these?” 
“| asked Button to keep them to one side 
until | came to town.” 
| Alfie figured he should be furious with his 
_ father for interfering in his life, but none of 
| it mattered now. The only thing he cared 
| about was getting Megan to see sense and 
_ give up her idea to move to another town. 
| Heshoved the letters in the back pocket 
| of his jeans. He’d look at them and throw 
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them on a fire later. Curious, though, he 
turned to his father again. 

“How did you know?” 

“You suddenly took to reading a 
newspaper when you've never shown much 
interest in what went on in the world 
before. | was worried you might have 
ordered yourself a wife.” 

Alfie shook his head and chuckled. 

“Does Megan help with the restlessness 
you're carrying inside?” his father added. 

Alfie glanced at his father, amazed by the 
old man’s perception. 

“| don't have it when I’m with her.” 

“Seems she’s the answer you've been 

-searching for.” 

Alfie smiled. 

“She is.” 

“Does she know you bought this land?” 

“Yes. | told her right after she informed 
me that she plans to move to Wishbone 
River.” 

Diggory grimaced. 

“Why does she want to move to that 
rough town?” 

“She has orders from a store for her 
goods. Thinks she can get a fresh start or 
some nonsense. | stopped listening when 
she refused to see sense.” 

“I'm sure that went well.” Diggory 
grinned. 


7 
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Alfie sighed. 
“| told her I'm building her a home. You'd 


: think the woman might have reacted with 


gratitude.” 
“Well, at least you're calling her by her 
first name,” Diggory said. “All that Miss 


Talley was mighty formal for a man 


courting.” 
“I’m not courting her yet.” 
His father snorted and clapped him on the 


_ shoulder. 


“You bought her forty acres of land and 
are building the girl a home. You're 
courting. Seems It’s just the two of you who 


aren't ready to admit it.” 


Hy KK atk 


Did the man really have to sing so loud? 


_ Every off-key note out of his mouth rubbed 


~ against Megan’‘s nerves like two rusty 
_ jagged edges of tin. And why did he insist 


on hammering so hard and loud? All that 


ferocious banging gave a person a 


headache. 
“So how long are you going to hide in 


here? Any other woman would be outside 


making sure the man builds that house the 


_ way she wants it.” 


Megan ignored Grandma Mary and her 


"questions and continued to shape several 


g 
| 
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loaves of bread. 

“It's nothing to do with me what Alfie 
Rorke does. That house is not mine nor iS 
this land. It all belongs to him now.’ 

“That's not what he told me. Man has 
rushed around like a bee drunk on summer 
pollen trying to get that building ready for 
you to come home to,” Grandma Mary 
argued. “And what do you do? Sit in here 
sulking like a small child who didn’t get her 
Own way.” 

“| don't think she’s sulking,” Mrs Button 
said, adding a fourth teaspoon of sugar to 
her coffee at the opposite end of the table. 
“| just think she’s brooding and wallowing 
in hurt feelings.” 

“Did he say he was doing it for me by 
name or just a woman?” Megan asked, 
placing two loaves on a tray. 

“He said your name as clear as a bucket of 
creek water. | remember because it was the 
first time | heard him call you by your 
Christian name.” 

Megan glanced up from the bread dough. 


She wiped her hands on the sides of her 
overalls, not caring that she left flour marks 
on the worn denim. It was too much to 
consider. No matter what everyone 
thought, or what Alfie had told them, she 
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didn’t believe he was building her a home. 


He was doing it for that other woman. The 
woman he truly cared for. 

“| don’t believe you.” 

Grandma Mary huffed. 

“Have | ever lied to you, child?” 

Megan nodded. 

“When | had stomach ache last year, you 
Said the medicine you gave me tasted like 


~ honey when it tasted more like sour 


berries.” 

“Other than then,” Grandma grumbled. 
“And | said that because you acted like a 
baby-over having it. Cured your ills though, 
didn’t it?” 

It had, but the old woman had still lied. 

“| guess.” 

Megan groaned when the singing outside 


_ grew louder. She marched to the door and 
) opened it. 


eqenga are you going?” Grandma Mary 
aske 
“To deal with Alfie Rorke for good. If he 


wants to build a home on this land, then he 


can wait until | am gone.’ 
She stepped outside, ignoring the men 


busily hammering and sawing, and headed 


in the direction of Diggory Rorke. If Alfie 


wouldn't listen to her wishes, then maybe 


rats Se eae 


his father would. 
“Good afternoon, Miss Talley.” 
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Megan waited until the older man 
stopped sawing a length of wood. 

“Good afternoon, Mr Rorke. | wonder if | 
might speak with you?” 

Diggory smiled. 

“Of course.” 

She glanced in the direction of the house, 
noting Alfie had stopped what he was 
doing and now watched them. 

“In private, please.” 

Diggory laid his saw on a nearby pile of 
wood and led the way over to a group of 
trees. 

“How can | help you?” | 

“Mr Rorke, your son refuses to leave and 
while | understand that in legal terms he 
owns the land we stand on, | will soon be 
packing to go live elsewhere.” 

Diggory frowned. 

“You still planning that, are you?” 

“Yes, lam.” 

“Does Alfie know?” 

“| have informed him of my plans.” 

“I'm curious as to what his reaction was 
when you told him you intend to leave?” 
Diggory asked. 

“Well, he was rather rude. He insisted that 
| wasn't going anywhere, and if | tried to he 
would find a way to prevent me or bring 
me back.” 

“| see.” Diggory chuckled. 
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- hope so, sir. Because frankly, Alfie’ S 

attitude is as irritating as his singing,” she 

said, concerned that his father wasn’t 

: taking her or the problem of his son 

seriously. 

He cringed. 

“That bad?” 

She nodded. How the rest of the men out 
here stood the awful noise was a mystery. 
Perhaps they all suffered from hearing 
difficulties after years of listening to his 
caterwauling. Funny, she never tigured he 
was the kind of man who liked to sing. 
~ “So what do you want me to do, Miss 

Talley oe 

"Keep Alfie away until | leave. | require no 
more than a day or two. | simply need to 
pack my belongings, gather my animals and 
Say goodbye to a few people.” 
_ Diggory scratched his chin, contemplating 
her request. 

“That's a shame.” 

She frowned at his words. What was a 
shame? Her leaving? Or that she had so 
much to do beforehand? 
“I'd like to help you, miss, but family can’t 

go against family. It would cause bother 
and friction | can do without. | have enough 
problems just keeping my family out of 
trouble.” 

"But. 
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“Besides, Alfie told you what he'll do if 
you try to leave, and I'd hate to be caught 
in the middle of you two when you need to 
sort things out.” 

“We have nothing to sort out,” she 
insisted. 

Diggory smiled and nodded towards the 
house. 

“Man's building you a home even though 
you're threatening to run from him. | think 
you do.” 

“So you won't help me?” she asked, 
refusing to consider his words. 

“No, Miss Talley. | won't help you leave 
when my boy is set on keeping you.” 

Her fury turned to bewilderment. Even 
Alfie's father believed he wanted her. 
Impossible yearnings stirred once again 
inside her heart. 

“Can you at least get him to stop 
singing?” 

He chuckled. 

“WIL try.” 

“Thank you.” Megan walked back to her 
home. Everyone believed Alfie wanted her, 
but if that was true, why didn’t he meet her 
at the church last Sunday, and why had he 
hugged another woman for everyone to 
see? If she wasn’t so determined to ignore 
him, she would insist on answers to those 
very questions. 


169 


A Dream Come True 


THE knock on the door later that night 
caused Megan to stop stroking the two cats 
sprawled across her lap. Everyone involved 
in helping to build the house had left an 
hour ago, or so she thought. 

She opened the door, to find Alfie 
Standing there. Tiredness lined his face and 
sawdust sprinkled through his hair. Her 
fingers itched to brush it from the thick 
dark strands. 

“! thought you left with your family,” she 

- said, clenching her hands so they didn’t 
~ misbehave. 

Alfie shook his head. 

“| wanted to finish the inner wall | was 

_ working on. Would you join me in an 
— evening walk?” 
_ Ignoring the shivers his voice caused to 
_ dance along her skin, she didn’t move. 
“Why would I want to do that?” 
He gaze met hers. 
_ “Because it’s a beautiful evening and we 
_ need to talk.” 
She reached to close the door. 
“But | don’t want to talk to you.” 
He placed a hand on the wood to prevent 
; her from shutting it. 


; 
a 
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“Megan, please.” 

She sighed and gave in. He had already 
hurt her pride and feelings, maybe this last 
conversation would help her leave 
Wishbone Creek without any misgivings or 
doubts. With a nod, she stepped outside. 

“Let's walk this way,” Alfie suggested, 
pointing in the direction of the new 
building. 

The night held a chilly bite, but not 
enough to need a shawl. They walked along 
for several moments, each in their own 
thoughts, until Alfie stopped and stared 
down at her. 

“You saw me at the train station, didn’t 

ou?” 

She almost denied it but what was the 
point? Soon she would move and never see 
this man again. Only his memory and the 
pain of caring for him would haunt her. 

YES” 

“What did you see exactly?” 

“Must | say?” she asked. Did he really 
need her to recount every detail of that 
moment, a scene that already played 
through her mind continually? 

“I'd be grateful if you did.” 

She swallowed, distaste for the 
recollection tainting her tongue. 

“| saw you with a red-haired woman. | 
think she used to live around here. You 
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hoger each other the way people in love 


“The woman's name is Tayler Raymond.” 

Megan would rather have not known, but 
now she disliked that name along with ‘the 
woman who owned Alfie's affections. 

“Two years ago, Tayler and | became 
close.” 

“Alfie, |... She raised a hand to stop 
him, not wanting to hear any more. 

He reached out and caught her hand with 
his, loosely linking their fingers. 

“| thought there was more to our 
friendship. That we might be thinking long 
term, when the truth was she was keeping 
me in reserve while she flirted and tried to 
catch my brother, Zach.” 

“What?” 

His fingers tightened slightly around hers. 
“Tayler kept me dangling like a lovesick 
fool in case she missed hooking the Rorke 

she really wanted.” 

Despite her own hurt, Megan’s heart 
_ clenched for him. 

“That's awful.” 

“When | realised what she was doing | 

— called a halt to any friendship we had. | 
suppose | was flattered that she glanced my 
way. I’m not a sociable sort of man. | don’t 
have a desire to be happy all the time. | 
certainly don’t want to go around smiling 
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and grinning every minute like a fool the 
way some people do.” 

“You're quiet, that’s all. A deep man with 
deep thoughts.” 

He chuckled drily. ! 

“Grumpy is what most people call it.” 

She shook her head. 

“| don’t think you're grumpy. God made 
you a thinker and not a talker. If everyone 
was a talker the world would end up 
screeching and bellowing all the time. We 
need the thinkers for the quiet times. For 
the important moments when life needs to 
take a breath.” 

“You understand that about me and don’t 
see it as a problem or a failing.” 

She smiled softly. 

“It’s just you, Alfie.” 

He nodded and continued with his 
explanation. 

“Tayler left town and | thought that was 
the last Wishbone Creek would see or hear 
of her. But a few days ago | received a letter 
declaring she had missed me and she 
intended to return so we could resume our 
relationship.” 


“That whole letter, and it was a long one, 
was about what she wanted and how she 
saw things going for us and the future she 
wanted to have with me. But she didn’t 
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figure on something important happening 
while she was making all those plans.” 

“What was that?” 

“That | wouldn't want a thing to do with 
her or her planned-out future. It obviously 
never occurred to her that | might meet 
someone new, whom | would want to form 
my own future with.” 

Megan swallowed, hardly daring to 
breathe. 

“Have you?” 

“Megan, | don't want Tayler or any other 
woman.” He reached out and stroked a 
finger down her cheek. “| want nobody but 
you.” 

Tears stung her eyes. 

“You do?” 

“I'm not a catch, but together | believe we 
can make each other happy and build a 
good life together. | regret what you saw 
on Sunday. It wasn't how it looked. Tayler 
wasn’t happy when | told her | wasn’t 
interested in her or her future. Sounds 
fanciful, but she threw herself at me. | never 
wanted that embrace. | swear it.” 

“Honestly?” she asked. 

“Honestly,” he answered, his palm 
covering her cheek. “| bet that dress Nadia 
described to me looked real fine on you, 

- but! think you're as pretty as a rose in your 
- overalls every single day.” 
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She smiled. 

“For a grumpy man you sure have a sweet 
tongue.” 

: “You know what | really regret about that 
ay?” 

She shook her head. 

He leaned forward. 

“That | never got to kiss you.” 

“Who says | would have let you, Alfie 
Rorke?” she asked, blushing. “Grandma’‘s 
warned me not to trust a man who's quick 
to flirt.” 

He bent his head to hers. 

“But | aimed to steal one when | brought 
you home.” 

The bright moonlight and the night 
sounds disappeared the second their lips 
touched. Gently, they explored the taste of 
each other, learning yet another enjoyable 
thing they liked about one another. 

“My cheeks feel like they are burning,” 
she whispered when their lips finally pulled 
apart. 

“| love the way you blush,” he whispered 
back. 

“You do?” 

He lifted their entwined hands and 
pressed a kiss to her knuckles. 

“I'm going to ask you to marry me one 
day soon, but first I'd like to court you, the 
way you deserve.” 
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Delighted, she giggled. 

“| think I'd like that, too.” 

He kissed her again, but on the cheek. 

“May | walk you to your home, darlin’ 
Megan?” 

Her front door was no more than 20 steps 
away, but she nodded. 

“You may 

Side by an hands still linked, they 
walked to her home. When they reached it, 
Alfie leaned forward and opened the door. 

“Goodnight, sweet Megan.” 

She smiled. 

“Goodnight, Alfie. See you tomorrow.” 

“Definitely.” He smiled back. “Perhaps |'Il 
serenade you in the morning.” 

She laughed, deciding the man’s voice 
wasn't so bad. Just something a future wife 
learned to live with when she loved her 
man. And she really did love Alfie Rorke. 
The real person he was, and not the fanciful 
daydream. 
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Fear And Panic 


THE damp morning clung to Megan’s blue 
cape, coating the hem as she brushed 
against leaves and bushes on her way 
home. 

Unable to sleep due to chaotic wonderful 
thoughts of Alfie and his promise of 
courting, she had risen from bed earlier 
than usual and ventured out into the 
countryside to gather fresh herbs and 
berries before the sun had a chance to 
warm the air. 

Stepping inside her home, she placed the 
half-filled basket on the kitchen table and 
glanced around the room, her eyes sliding 
over her treasured belongings. 

To other people, the mismatched pieces of 
furniture may appear old and well worn, 
but each piece held a memory of where she 
had found it, or the person who had kindly 
given it to her. 

If the day did come for her to move into 
the house across the way, then the 
furniture would be joining her and the 
animals. She frowned, noting the silence in 
the room for the first time. 

“Conrad?” she called. “Where are you?” 

When she left home, the old feline barely 
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raised his head from where he lay on her 
bed. But he wasn’t there now, nor had he 
rushed to greet her, the way he usually did 
any time she came through the door. 

Searching the rest of the room, a frightful 
realisation struck her. Not one of the cats 
lingered or slept anywhere. Rufus, her dog, 
still dozed in his basket, but every single 
one of the cats was missing. 

Undoing her cape, she threw it on to a 
chair and dropped to her knees. Crawling 
across the rug, she peered under the bed. 

“Miss Scratch? Alice Angel? Doyle, where 
are you?” . 

Not one purr answered her call. 

She scrambled over to the other side of 
the room and rifled through a collection of 
boxes and drawers, hoping to find one of 
the cats curled up inside. 

“May, where are you?” 

Returning to the bed, she tore back the 
blankets, in case the cats had burrowed 
underneath searching for warmth, but 
discovered only a wrinkled bottom sheet. 

Sinking down on to the bed, she faced the 
horrifying truth that during her absence the 
cats had vanished. 

Perhaps the door didn’t catch when she 
left and the cats were outside enjoying the 
fresh air. But why didn’t she notice them 
when she returned? 
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She jumped up and ran outside, searching 
and hunting around the house and woods, 
but not.one swishing furry tail, or whiskered 
face appeared. 

She even checked the new house, moving 
from room to room, calling the cats’ names, 
but no dirty paw prints decorated the 
wooden floors or hungry meows echoed in 
the quiet morning air. 

Returning to her own home, she paused 
when something crunched beneath her foot 
as she crossed the threshold. Glancing 
_ down, she spotted a circular item. Bending, 
she picked it up, her stomach tightening as 
she stared down at it. 

The broken black brooch in her palm 
didn’t belong to her, Grandma Mary or Mrs 
Button. But the shape and form was 
familiar. She recalled seeing it last Sunday, 
pinned to her cousin Adele's dress. 

Megan threw the broken brooch down, 
not wanting to touch it a moment longer. 
She rubbed her hand against her shirt, 
wanting to remove any lingering sensation 
of the brooch on her skin. 

Her cousins must have entered her home 
and taken her cats. But why? To scare her? 
As a sick game to torment her with? Or a 
spiteful act of revenge for getting away 
from them the other day? In the past, they 
had stolen her money, but not once had 
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bothered with the animals. 
'She hurried outside and raced to the barn. 
She needed to hitch the cart to Patch and 
drive to town. If she didn’t, she suspected 
she might never see her precious feline 
friends again. 


Kok ck k 


In love? Alfie chuckled to himself. Who'd 
have imagined he would find his heart full 
of the warm, pleasant stuff? Once he and 
Megan had courted for a respectable time, 
he would slip a gold ring on her finger and 
make it proper and official. He had found 
his woman and wasn’t going to risk 
someone coming along and taking her from 
him. No, Megan was his, and he was hers. 

Riding into the clearing, he glanced at the 
house he was building. A few more days 
and the outside would be finished. Then it 
was up to Megan how she decorated the 
inside. 

Next time he went to town, he would visit 
the Buttons’ store and set up an account for 
them both. That way Megan could buy 
what she wanted whenever the urge came 
over her. After living with so little in her life, 
he wanted to give her a decent home and 
nice furnishings. 

A movement in the doorway of Megan’s 
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shack drew Alfie’s attention. He frowned 
and pushed away the disappointment the 
sight of Lincoln triggered. 

He'd hoped to have a few moments alone 
with Megan so he could start practising his 
courting, but he suspected the young boy 
was going to be part of his life now, the 
same way Megan’s animals would be, so he 
may as well get used to sharing her. 

Forcing a civil greeting to his lips, Alfie 
raised an arm. 

“Morning, Lincoln.” 

“Mr Rorke, I’m glad it’s you.” 

Alfie frowned at the panic in the 
youngster’s voice. 

“What's wrong?” 

Lincoln stopped at the side of Alfie’s 
horse. 

“You have to find Megan. When | arrived 
this morning, the front door was wide open 
and the pony and cart had gone from the 
barn. | can’t find her cats either. Not a 
single one. | bet those cousins of hers have 
done something.” 

Alfie’s good mood disappeared. 

“Why would they do that?” he asked. 

“Because they’re always unkind to her. 
The amount of times they used to make her 

yin 

“They made Megan cry?” he interrupted, 
disgusted that anyone would act so 
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callously towards his girl. 
“Lincoln nodded. 

“Yes, when she lived with them, and any 
time they see her in town alone. Why do 
you ‘think she is happy to live here? Only 
way she can spend her days without ending 
up covered in bruises and suffering broken 
bones.” 

“No-one will hurt her again,” Alfie swore. 
“Now think, Lincoln. Where would her 
cousins take her?” 

“| don’t know, but my ma said Megan’s 
aunt looked mighty upset yesterday when 
Mrs Button told her you was building 
Megan a big fancy house out here. Mrs 
Button said how all you Rorkes were 
working on it, and how grand the house 
was going to be.” 

“Guess that might make Banker Jones and 
his family look bad in the town’s eyes,” 
Alfie murmured, knowing how people 
gossiped. 

“| don’t know,” Lincoln said, “but | do 
know Megan will do anything to rescue her 
cats if she believes someone will hurt 
them.” 

_ _ Alfie reached down and pulled Lincoln up 
__ by his arm to sit behind him on the horse. 
“Hold on tight because if you fall off, | 
ain’t got time to pick you up again. | have a 
woman and some cats to find.” 
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Chilling Demands 


MEGAN banged on the front door of her 
uncle’s house, not caring if she brought the 
interest of the whole neighbourhood out 
from their homes. She needed to find her 
cousins and rescue her dear cats. 

Just the thought of what cruelty they may 
have undergone twisted sharply in her 
stomach. She would willingly take any 
punishment or pain if it kept her cats free 
from harm. 

Finally, the door opened and her aunt 
stood before her. Tall, thin and the 
instigator of most of the unkindness Megan 
had suffered while living in this house. 

“Where is Adele?” 

“My daughter’s whereabouts is not your 
business,” her aunt replied. “Take your bad 
manners and step off my porch. You are 
not welcome in my home.” 

Megan stepped inside, preventing the 
older woman from shutting the door. 

“And you'll never be welcome in mine, 
either, but | will soeak to Adele.” 

She passed her aunt, for once refusing to 
cower. She refused to live in fear of reprisals 
from her kin any longer. If they didn’t like 
her presence around town, then that was 


183 
too bad for them, because as Alfie’s wife 
she would stand by his side and accompany 
him where ever he wanted her to go. 

“How dare you come into my home 
uninvited!” her aunt cried. 

Megan threw open the parlour door and 
discovered the room was empty. She 
marched further down the long narrow hall 
to the dining-room, her footsteps echoing 
on the highly polished floor. Opening the 
door, she found that room was also 
unoccupied. 

“Where is she?” 

Her aunt stayed by the front door. 

“I'll not tell you anything. | want you out 
of my house . 

Megan walked up to the woman who had 
hated her since the first day she arrived in 
Wishbone Creek. The woman who had 
stood by and encouraged her children to 
bully and hurt Megan for almost a year. The 
woman who never hid her resentment for 
her husband's deceased sister's only child. 

“| will not leave this house until | search 
every single room in it_and find either 
Adele, Richard, or Montgomery.” 

“They're not here.” 

“| want my cats back,” Megan demanded, 
certain her aunt knew the reason for her 
visit. Her cousins didn’t do anything unless 
their mother gave her permission. 
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Her aunt raised an eyebrow and laughed. 
The sound dry and bitter. 

“Yes, | thought you would.” 

Megan stepped closer, the truth clear on 
her aunt’s face. 

“You already know they have them, don’t 

ou?” 

" Of course. | was the one who decided 
you needed a lesson in knowing your place. 
It was intolerable that you dared to attend 
church last Sunday... " 

“Where are my animals?” Megan yelled, 
not willing to waste any more time talking 
or listening to her aunt rant. 

“Don't concern yourself. They are not 
harmed. Not yet, that is. Though It’s down 
to you if they are.” 

“What do you mean?” Megan asked, 
confused. 

“If you want those disgusting animals 
returned, then | want something too.” 

Cold trepidation crept over Megan’s skin, 
chilling her. 

“What do you want?” 

“| want you to leave Wishbone Creek and 
never come back. This is my family’s home 
and | won't have you ruining all the hard 
work my husband has done, or our good 
name with your lies and stories.” 

“| haven't said a word.” 

“Liar! You're telling people we made you 
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live in a hovel. Everyone is talking behind 
our backs, calling us names.” 

“| haven't spoken to anyone,” Megan 
denied. 

“You didn’t need to when the Rorkes 
came out to that land you squat on. The 
town is full of gossip and rumours. | won't 
allow you to drag my family into a scandal.” 

“Alfie invited his family, not Lone 

“| don’t care!” her aunt cried. “| just want 
you gone for good. | knew the ecient you 
walked into this house all those years ago 
that you would be trouble, just like your 
parents. 

“Nothing but a splinter in my life the way 
your mother was with her ridiculous 
dreams. You're tainted and | won't have 
you staining my family’s reputation any 
longer.” 

“Where are my cats?” Megan demanded 
once more. 

“On a train going east. When they reach 
the final stop my brother will collect them 
and if he doesn’t receive a telegram from 
me, he has instructions to dispose of them 
all in the nearest river.” 

Megan gasped. 

— “You wicked evil... they're defenceless 
animals. They have done nothing to you.’ 

“You can catch the next train in ten 

_ minutes and follow them. Once you're 
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aboard, I'll send a telegram to save those 
revolting cats.” 

Megan shook her head. 

“| can't leave, Alfie. |. 

“He can do better than ip likes of you. 
Do you honestly think a Rorke wants 
someone like you? You’re nothing but a 
disgrace to all women. My Adele would 
make a perfect match for him.” 

“Alfie would stay a bachelor for good if 
he thought Adele wanted him. Nobody 
wants your daughter or your sons. Why do. 
you think they are still unmarried?” 

“My children choose to stay with me and 
their father,” her aunt insisted. 

“No, it’s because you won't let them 
free,” Megan retorted. “Your children will 
grow old never knowing true love or 
kindness.” 

“And you think you will?” her aunt 
sneered. “The daughter of a saloon singer 
and a drunk.” 

“| already do. | love Alfie and he loves 

“How much do you love him? Will you 
sacrifice those cats for him?” 

Megan stopped listening and ran for the 
door. She had to save the cats, but if she 
did what her aunt wanted and went after 
her feline friends, she would lose Alfie for 
ever. How was she supposed to choose 
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between the animals she adored and the 
man she loved with all her heart? 


Just In Time 


CLIVE, have you seen Megan Talley?” 

Alfie left Lincoln to tie his horse to the 
post outside the mercantile and crossed the 
street towards the stationmaster. The man 
had a knack of knowing everything that 
occurred in town. 

“Is that the little woman whom people are 
telling me is related to the banker fellow?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well, no, but | did see Banker Jones’s 
wife at the station earlier with those sons of 
hers. Wanted to put two cages on the 


: morning's train. They were filled with some 


unhappy cats.” 
Hope bubbled inside Alfie’s chest. 
“Are the cages still there?” 

“Yes," Clive nodded, glancing at his 
pocket watch. “Couldn't fit them on the 
earlier train, so they’re-going on this one. 
It's due to leave any minute, mind.” 

“We need to get those cages off the 
train,” Alfie said. “We think Megan’‘s cats 
were stolen this morning and there’sa 
chance those are hers.” 

“You sure?” 
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“I'd bet my best horse on it,” Alfie said. 

Clive pointed towards the station. 

“You'd best run to stop the train. Tell the 
driver | said not to leave. I'll be there as 
quick as my legs will let me.” 

Alfie shouted for Lincoln to follow, then 
ran for the station, praying he wasn’t too 
late. 

“You'll find them in the last freight car,” 
Clive yelled after them. 

Alfie and Lincoln reached the station, 
relieved to find the train still there. Aftera 
word with the driver, they hurried along the 
platform towards the end car. 

Reaching it, Alfie slid the side open. 
Several crates and boxes sat inside, piled 
against the wooden sides. 

Lincoln crouched down next to the nearest 
crates. : 

“Alice? Angel? Conrad? You in here?” 

Several loud, unhappy meows answered 
his question. With a relieved smile, Lincoln 
rushed to the other side and shifted crates 
until he found two wire cages. 

“They're here!” 

Lincoln shoved and pushed until both 
cages sat at the edge of the opening, 
laughing as the feline complaints increased 
in volume. Alfie laughed, too, and swung 
the cages down off the train. They 
crouched and counted the cats in one cage, 
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_ before doing the same with the other. 
“Eight cats, none happy but all safe.” Alfie 
threw a worried glance along the platform. 
“Now we have to find their owner and 
oray the same is true for her.” 
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“Alfie!” 

Alfie dropped the cage in his arms outside 
the bank’s front door and hurried to meet 
the woman running down the sidewalk. 
Swinging Megan up against him, he held 
her close, relishing the feel of her safe in his 
arms. 

“It's all right,” he murmured against her 
_ warm skin. “The cats are safe.” 

Megan sobbed, tightening her hold 
around his neck. 

“But my aunt said they had already left 
~ town.” 

“There wasn't room for them on the early 
train,” he told her. “! promise they're 
~ unharmed but they haven't stopped 
grousing since we pulled them off the train. 
| never guessed cats could be so grumpy.” 

Megan chuckled between her tears. 

“| can hear them. How did you know?” 

“Lincoln guessed your family were up to ~ 
no good when he saw you and the cats 
_ were missing,” Alfie explained. “We came 
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to town to speak to your uncle, but first | 
asked Clive, the stationmaster, if he’d seen 
you. He mentioned seeing your aunt and 
two of your cousins at the station with two 
cages full of cats. The second train was late 
leaving, SO we managed to get them off 
before it left.” 

“My aunt wanted me to leave Wishbone 
Creek on that train and never return. She 
wanted me to choose between the cats and 
you...” Megan broke off. “| just couldn't. 
| love the cats — but, Alfie, | love you so 
much, too. | was so scared of losing all of 

OU 
: “Shh!” Alfie comforted her, kissing the 
top of her head. “You don’t ever have to 
choose. I’m yours for good — and those cats 
are too spoilt to go live anywhere else.” 

“You're not angry with me?” she asked. 

“For what?” He frowned. 

“Not being able to choose,” she said. 

“No, darlin’, I'm not.” 

“Promise,” she begged. 

“| swear to the heavens nothing will keep 
me and you apart. I’m your curse in life.” 

“No,” she said, shaking her head and 
smiling. “You are truly my gift.” 

He hugged her close again. 

“Stop crying and answer me something 
important.” 

She wiped at her cheeks. 
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“Yes, Alfie?” 

“Marry me, sweet Megan. | don’t want to 
waste any more time courting. | don’t 
expect I’d be much good at It, anyway. But | 
swear | will be a great husband.” 

She ere Meas her face full of happiness. 

“Yes, Alfie Rorke, I'll marry you.” 

Alfie kissed her long and hard, not caring 
who saw or passed by. He had his future in 

his arms and he never wanted to let go. 
“| love you, Megan Talley.” 

She blushed. 

“| love you, too.” 

“Thank goodness she said yes,” Lincoln 

_ grumbled, walking up to them. “At least 
once you two are married, you'll stop with 
all that kissing stuff. Ain't never known any 
_ married couple partake in that nonsense. 

_ Seems to me all married people do together 
is bicker over everything and nothing.” 

__ Alfie roared with laughter. 

“| suspect we may disappoint you, young 
— Lincoln.” 

Megan laughed too. 

“| surely hope so.” 
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Epilogue 


DIGGORY slipped out of the church, 
figuring no-one would notice his absence 
for a few minutes. He had attended some 
touching wedding ceremonies over the 
years, but his boy Alfie and sweet little 
Megan made even an old rancher like him 
dewy-eyed. 

A young couple in love made all the hard 
work of life worth the effort of living. His 
boy had finally worked out where he 
belonged, and Diggory had a feeling his 
son’s life would never be boring with 
Megan keeping him occupied. 

Unhurriedly, Diggory strolled in the 
direction of the fancy house on the edge of 
town. As he made his way, the happiness in 
his heart warmed several degrees at the 
sight of the family, standing around a 
wagon, noisily arguing amongst themselves. 

“What do you want, Rorke?” Eustace 
Jones, Wishbone Creek’s former banker 
demanded as he came to a stop next to the 
furniture-filled wagon. 

“Just wanted to make sure you kept your 
word,” Diggory said. 

The banker and his family were leavin 
Wishbone Creek for good. It was his sift to 
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~ his new daughter-in-law. 


“Come to gloat, you mean,” the man 
hissed. 

“| gave you and your family a choice,” 
Diggory said. “Leave town or talk to the 


_ sheriff about those land deals you've been 


| conducting recently.” 


“The new sheriff is your son. He would 
have charged me with false accusations just 


_ because you told him to.” 


“Cole is his own man, who believes in the 


_ law. He would have found discrepancies in 
your dealings, |’m certain. But only because 

_ you're as twisted and unlawful as a 

— criminal.” 


; 
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Diggory nodded to the waiting wagon. 

“Time for you and your family to leave.” 

The banker hurried his complaining family 
into the carriage in front of the wagon. 
Diggory shouted goodbye and watched 
until both the wagon and carriage became 
a dark blur on the landscape. With a 
contented sigh, he walked back to church. 

“What are you up to now, Diggory 
Rorke?” | 

His wife Nadia stood not far away. 

“Just protecting my family. The way a 
father’s supposed to.” 

She smiled. 

“Well, that’s all right. | worried you'd 
sneaked out to get away from all the 
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romance inside the church.” 

Diggory chuckled. 

“Do you think Alfie has told Megan about 
the flock of sheep he’s obtained yet?” 

“Last | saw they couldn't care much about 
anything except each other.” 

Diggory smiled and hugged his wife. 


“Just as it should be, then.” 


The End 
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Linton Dual Motor Riser 
Recliner 


| Easier sitting and rising 
' ¢ Bespoke sizing available 


¢ Positional relief from joint, ; 
‘back and arthritic pain ie 


' © 7 Point Seating Assessment from a 
medically trained Comfort Specialist 


01924 486900 nee 


www.hsichairs.com your own home 


*VAT relief for eligible customers. *FREE 48 hour delivery service on selected products. 


Excellent MTRUSTPILOT = 
HOME VISIT SERVICE available Nationwick 


incl. Northern Ireland 
59 Stores Nationwide » FREE PARKING « TOILET FACILITIES » EASY 


ed Please send me a free catalogue pack. _ 4 ] 
pt Please call me to arrange a Home Visit. 
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